Identity construction in the Canadian context: a case study of Hong Kong migrants in Vancouver. by Hui, Tsz Wan Alison. & Chinese University of Hong Kong Graduate School. Division of Anthropology.
Identity Construction in the Canadian Context: 
A Case Study ofHong Kong Migrants in Vancouver 
By 
HUI Tsz Wan Alison 
A Master Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 




The Chinese University ofHong Kong 
June 1999 
、！ 
/ ^ ^ \ 
f / ^ A i i i 5 _ ^ ^ 
p ( 11 f 3 n j i 
% ' \ ~ ~ ~ m m ^ / M 
\^NLIBRARY SYSTEMZ^  ^ ^ ^ 
Identity Construction in the Canadian Context: 
A Case Study ofHong Kong Migrants in Vancouver 
Table of Contents 
Acknowledgment i 
Abstract ii 
1. Introduction 1 
2. The History of the Chinese in Vancouver 22 
3. Contemporary Hong Kong Chinese in Vancouver 42 
4. Relations with Local People 69 
5. The Construction of Cultural Identities among the Hong Kong Chinese 83 
6. Conclusion: Transnationalism and Cultural Identity 108 
Bibliography 114 
Acknowledgement 
For the completion of my thesis, I owe a debt of gratitude to many people. First of 
all, I wish to express my gratitude to all the faculty members of the Department of 
Anthropology at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, and my special thanks must go to 
Professor Sidney Cheung, Professor Tan Chee Beng and Professor Wang Penglin for their 
guidance. 
There are many other people to thank for the completion of this thesis. I owe deep 
gratitude to Chinese Cultural Center and SUCCESS for their assistance and kindness during 
my field study in Canada. 
Finally, I have to thank all my informants who helped to make this thesis possible. 
i 
Abstract 
In the last two decades ofthe twentieth century, Hong Kong people suffered from 
political fears arising from the 1997 Hong Kong Handover. During this period, a 
number ofincidents (such as the 1989 June Fourth incident in Tiananmen, Beijing, and 
the signing ofthe Sino British Joint Declaration in 1984) further intensified Hong Kong 
people's sense ofuncertainty over their future. As a result, many of them emigrated 
and they brought with them their assets and capital. It is noteworthy that Vancouver 
became one ofthe popular destinations. It seems that they hold a very strong ties with 
both Hong Kong and Canada although they have emigrated. They seem to be different 
from the Chinese migrants in the past in many ways. Among the differences, their 
cultural identity appears to be the most prominent. They have strong identity toward 
both places. In this research, I seek to understand migration and identity, and their 
relations with globalization and nationalism by using Hong Kong Chinese in Vancouver 










Chapter 1 Introduction 
1.1 Research Question 
In the last two decades of the twentieth century, Hong Kong people had suffered 
from political fears arising from the 1997 Hong Kong Handover. During this period, a 
number ofincidents (such as the 1989 June Fourth incident in Tiananmen, Beijing, and 
the signing ofthe Sino British Joint Declaration in 1984) further intensified Hong Kong 
people's sense of uncertainty over their future. As a result, many of them emigrated 
and they brought with them their assets and capital as well as confidence in Hong 
Kong's future. It is noteworthy that Vancouver became one of the popular destinations. 
It seems that they hold a very strong ties with both Hong Kong and Canada although 
they have emigrated. They have strong identity with both places. In this research, I 
seek to understand migration and identity, and their relations with globalization and 
nationalism by using Hong Kong Chinese in Vancouver as an example. 
I had been to Vancouver several times before I began this study in spring 1997. 
During those visits, I was amazed by the large number ofHong Kong migrants there. 
Cantonese could be heard everywhere. Chinese malls and shops from where I could 
buy the latest Hong Kong commodities could be easily found too. No wonder most 
people say living in Vancouver does not require one to speak a word ofEnglish. Since 
then I have been interested in the special status those Hong Kong Chinese possess in 
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Vancouver. They seem to be different from the Chinese migrants in the past in many 
ways. Among the differences, their cultural identity appears to be the most prominent. 
During the first four months of this study, I read some classical migration literature 
that gave me a general understanding in the socio-historical changes ofVancouver 
concerning migration of the Chinese during the last few decades (Chan 1983; Johnson 
1994; Wickberg 1982; Yee 1988). These works helped me know more about the place 
before I carried out the field study. Yet since also I want to understand more about the 
cultural identity of the Chinese migrants, I have read some literature on this topic as 
well. Below I will discuss some of the theories I have studied. 
1.2 Literature Review 
In this part, theories concerning identity, ethnicity, and migration are reviewed. 
As can be seen later, the model of transnationalism stands out as the most suitable 
model for the present study. First of all, some of the theories concerning identity are 
reviewed. 
1.2.1 Identity 
From the 1950s onwards, many scholars had already shown their interest in the 
issue of identity. In 1951, Foote already studied the topic of identity. He thought that 
identity contained an actual membership of a group or it existed just in a symbolic 
manner (that is，a person may just think he/she belongs to that group). The weakness 
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of this thought is that membership may not necessarily induce identity. Later, Stone 
(1962), further improved this thought by differentiating "identification of’ and 
"identification with" According to him "identification of’ was only a membership. 
It was "identification with" that we called identity. People with the same identity were 
not merely holding the membership, but they also had a sense ofbelonging to the group. 
Different scholars had conversations over this issue; one of them was Erickson. He 
elaborated identity even fruther by adding, "identity is not only the sum of childhood 
identifications, but rather a new combination of old and new identification fragments," 
(1968:90) Erickson's idea on identity took into consideration. 
1.2.2 Identity: Marx and his Successors 
Marx also talked about identity. He pointed out that identity was triggered by 
materialism and stratification. He said that because of industrialization, people moved 
from rural area to urban areas for work. Under capitalism, factory owners were only 
interested in the product production. The workers were always being exploited by the 
bourgeoisie. They were merely money-making tools used by the bourgeoisie. They 
had no benefits from factory they worked for. This system was solely product and 
profit-oriented. This system is very influential that eventually the amount of money a 
person possessed became an important criterion in weighing a person and that people 
were becoming more and more materialistic. People were stratified according to the 
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amount of capital they had. They could not gain satisfaction from their job, because 
"his work is not voluntary, but imposed, forced labour. It [The result of working] is 
not the satisfaction of a need, but only a means for satisfying other needs" 
(Marxl844:85-6). Consequently, alienation occurred due to dehumanizing nature of 
the work. However it was not the end. Marx suggested that people looked for other 
means to compensate the feeling ofbeing alienated. They started to search for ethnic 
identity. This was, according to Marx, “an important way of fighting alienation 
because it enhanced consciousness ofkind, a sense ofbelonging to people who care; it 
promoted meaningful communities and networks; and it stimulated a vision and hope 
for ideology and symbolic interaction." (Driedger 1989:17) 
Another scholar, Kurt Lewin (1948) also thought that it was important for people 
to cling to their ethnic culture in order for them to identify with their culture. This 
could let them feel they have already submerged in their culture. Such identification 
could be revealed by speaking their own language at home, learning their own language 
at school and choosing friends with the same ethnicity. This seems trivial and is taken 
for granted by ordinary people, but is important for the ethnic minority in an alien 
society. Identification was also reinforced by the identification with the territory since 
with the territory may the ethnic group hold their activities, practise their own culture 
and develop their own institutions. 
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Apart from identifying with their territory, people can also be identified with 
historical symbols. It is different from the identification with ethnic culture, since it 
does not include the explicit practice of their culture. Yet it is important because "such 
historical symbols can create a sense ofbelonging, a sense of purpose, and a sense of 
continuing tradition that is important and worth perpetuating" to one's group (Driedger 
1989:146). Those historical symbols include celebrating the traditional festivals, and 
maintaining traditional buildings by its ethnic members. It constantly reminds them of 
their history, heritage, and creates a sense ofbelonging to these historical symbols. 
The result is that their identity can be maintained, and they are not easily assimilated to 
the mainstream society, losing their culture. 
Rose (1962) commented on identity by putting his concentration on humans' 
ability to use symbols as social beings. Language, being the most prominent example 
of symbolic system, shows that we are creative and have the ability to think abstractly, 
means that we can define human relationships, situations and feelings (Dashefsky 
1975a:13). Therefore shared symbols, meanings and values are important in the 
formation of group identification. Similarly, religious institutions, newspapers, and 
schools can all symbolically reinforce group identification (Driedger 1989:140). 
There are many factors reinforcing group identification. Both Joy (1972) and 
Lieberson (1970) argued that territory formed an important factor because space was 
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important in holding ethnic activities. It is needed for the preservation of an ethnic 
language and culture. Yet with territory alone is not enough if there are only a few 
people settle in that area. Therefore a considerable amount of members from the same 
ethnic group is required to maintain their ethnic language and culture. The study of the 
French in the Province of Quebec in Canada by Joy (1972) supported this argument that 
a place is the thing people identify themselves with. A considerable amount of the 
same ethnic members was required to maintain their ethnic language and culture in a 
particular territory. 
1.2.3 Ethnicity 
To Gordon (1964:24), an ethnic group is “a group of individuals with a shared 
sense of peoplehood based on presumed shared sociocultural experience and/or similar 
physical characteristics." Dashefsky (1975b:8) also said that "...ethnic identification 
takes place when the group in question is one with whom the individual believes he has 
a common ancestry based on shared individual characteristics and/or shared 
sociocultural experiences." From the above definition, we see that ethnic identity is 
something acquired, and it is acquired differently in different contexts. 
I found that Weber's definition of an ethnic group is more suitable in the present 
study. He stated that 
"(w)e shall call ‘ethnic groups' those human groups that entertain a subjective 
beliefin their common descent because of similarities of physical type or of customs or 
both, or because of memories of colonization and migration; this belief must be 
6 
important for the propagation of group formation; conversely, it does not matter whether 
or not an objective blood relationship exists. Ethnic membership (Gemeinsamkeit) 
differs from the kinship group precisely by being a presumed identity, not a group with 
concrete social action, like the latter." (Weber 1978:389) 
Belief is important in group formation. Whether or not this group of people has 
an "actual" common origin or descent is not the main point. The most important thing 
is they possess the common belief that they are of the same group. This belief can in 
tum draw the boundary of a social circle in which then，shared sentiments and identities 
are easily generated. As time goes by, as they get more shared experiences and 
common memories, the identity is reinforced. This is what Weber said, “...persistent 
ties with the old cult, or the strengthening ofkinship and other groups, both in the old 
and the new community." (Weber 1978:390) 
Although ethnicity is merely a social construction, Weber reminded us that our 
physical appearance serves as an important basic element, though not necessary, in 
determining our ethnicity. Physical differences could be a quick source to differentiate 
peoples, and tell people that they were different from each other. As Weber said, 
"strikingly different racial types, bred in isolation, may live in sharply segregated 
proximity to one another either because of monopolistic closure or because of 
migration... Almost any kind of similarity or contrast of physical type and ofhabits can 
induce the belief that affinity or disaffinity exists between groups that attract or repel 
each other" (1978:386). In fact, under most of the circumstances, racial heredity is an 
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important element in drawing social circles, for example, colored skin people in a white 
society. 
Weber also talked about culture. In spite of the fact that racial differences were 
based on heredity, Weber said that social circles “ may be linked to the most superficial 
features ofhistorically accidental habits just as much as to inherited racial 
characteristics" (1978:387). Apart from physical appearance, cultural traits like eating 
habits, food, jobs occupied by a certain ethnic group etc., however superficial, could be 
the focus of differences between two ethnic groups. Therefore, superficial cultural 
traits also support group identification. 
"Any cultural trait, no matter how superficial, can serve as a starting point for the 
familiar tendency to monopolistic closure... 
but if there are sharp boundaries between areas of observable styles oflife, they are 
due to conscious monopolistic closure, which started from small differences that were 
then cultivated and intensified; or they are due to the peaceful or warlike migrations of 
groups that previously lived far from each other and had accommodated themselves to 
their heterogeneous conditions of existence... 
Such a belief can exist and can develop group-forming power when it is buttressed 
by a memory of an actual migration, be its colonization or individual migration. The 
persistent effect of the old ways and of childhood reminiscences continues as a source 
of native-country sentiment {Hematsgefhur) among emigrants even when they have 
become so thoroughly adjusted to the new country that retum to their homeland would 
be intolerable." (Weber 1978:388) 
The above concept of identity and ethnicity is related to my study ofHong Kong 
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people who migrated to Vancouver in the past two decades. I will look at how they 
identify themselves, whether they think that they are Canadians, Hong Kong Chinese or 
other identity. As Lau (1998:3) pointed out, "the concept of identity is vague and 
multi-layered." In my opinion their identity is both cultural as well as ethnic. It is 
ethnic in the sense that these Hong Kong migrants in Vancouver have a strong 
attachment to Chinese ethnicity and Chinese values, e.g. Confucianism (1998:15). 
This mentality denotes few differences between Chinese ethnicity and Hong Kong 
identity (1998:12). On the other hand the identity of the group is also a cultural one, 
which is quite different from the traditional Chinese identity. Hong Kong has a unique 
culture, and that people are proud of the prosperity they made in Hong Kong. In 
addition to holding a bad impression of the Chinese government and mainlanders, and a 
sense of superiority, Hong Kong people find in themselves a distinct identity (1998:15). 
This implies there are certain cultural similarities among Hong Kong people and certain 
cultural differences with other ethnic groups. 
1.2.4 Theories about Migration and ethnic groups 
Migration is one of the factors that induces inter-ethnic interaction. There are a 
lot of theories regarding ethnic change and persistence in the context of migration that I 
found useful to my research. Assimilation is an earlier approach. It was used when 
pre-industrial or pre-modem people migrate to industrial or modem places. Because 
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of industrialization and capitalism, western countries draw different people in different 
areas together to work for the system itself. It assumes that the urban industrial forces 
of technology and majority power will cause some loss of ethnic identity. This theory 
is also called the melting pot theory. The newly migrated people will eventually join 
together and become part of the larger group. The United States is famous for 
applying this theory to itself, saying that all the minorities have made contribution to the 
society and have assimilated. One of the promoters of this theory is Robert Park. 
"He suggested that immigrants came into contact with the new society and either took 
the route ofleast resistance (contact, accommodation, and fusion) or a more circuitous 
route (contact, conflict, competition, accommodation, and fusion)" (Hughes, et al., 1950; 
Shore, 1987). The United States adopted this philosophy and it proved to be 
successful in promoting nationalism. The problem of this theory is that it treats all 
ethnic groups the same. In fact, different ethnic groups have their own response to this 
melting pot. Although some of them have eventually assimilated, the reality is that 
most of them do not melt at all, or they have changed in direction that is different from 
what Park said. "The racial components, well represented in Canada by our Native 
peoples and in America by the blacks, Natives, and Asians are not melting very 
noticeably either" (Driedger 1989:39). This theory also tends to ignore the fact that 
people do have power to resist this hegemony of assimilation. 
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As I mentioned above, assimilation theory suggests that ethnic minorities will 
eventually change in a way that either lose their own distinctive characteristics or turn to 
part of the melting pot. Although these theorists know that conflicts are unavoidable, 
they think that it is only a temporary situation. After ethnic minorities have been 
assimilated, conflicts disappear. The outcome is a harmonious homogeneous society 
CNewman 1973:105). In fact conflicts exist. 
Later, there is another theory called the modified assimilation theory. It admitted 
that the technological forces did change ethnic minorities, but it presumed that 
minorities retained ethnic characteristics partially or in changed forms. Modified 
pluralism theory took conflict into account in the whole system. Conflicts appeared as 
the process of change and negotiation occured. Under conflict, a new form of identity 
and culture emerged. Simmel (1955), Coser (1956) and Dahrendorf (1959) agreed that 
both conflicts and consensus always existed. And Dahrendorf defined social conflicts 
as consisting of"all relations between sets of individuals that involve an incompatible 
difference of objectives with regard to positions, resources or values" (1959:135). 
Gordon (1964:71) argued that there were seven levels of assimilation which are, in 
descending order: cultural (change of cultural patterns to those ofhost society), 
structural (large-scale entrance into primary group level of cliques, clubs, and 
institutions ofhost society), marital (large scale intermarriage with host society), 
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identificational (development of sense of peoplehood based exclusively on host society), 
civic (absence of value and power conflict), attitudinal (absence of prejudice from host 
society), and behavioral receptional (absence of discrimination from host society). It 
solves the problem of assimilation theory since it takes ethnic differences into 
consideration. It differentiates different degree of assimilation of different ethnic 
groups. The weakness of the thought is that in reality, ethnic groups may not follow 
this assimilation process. Also the assumption that all ethnic groups will peacefully 
assimilate into a new society ignores the fact that there are conflicts in the assimilation 
process. 
In fact, many ethnic minorities can maintain their own identity in reality. Thus 
the modified pluralism theory came after and attempted to examine existing change and 
conflict among different ethnic groups. Some of their cultural traits and identities may 
change and shift, but the direction they change is not assimilation. They are just 
tailored to suit the interests of society. They remain distinctive but in a changed way. 
Different ethnic groups have their own way of change under different circumstances. 
The theory also allows traditional culture and identities to transform into a modern form 
which serves the interests of society. That means new forms of identity can emerge 
(Driedger 1989:45). Hence, it is not easy to make them assimilate, especially by force. 
But on the other hand，culture is dynamic; it will be changed according to the 
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environment. So it is quite suitable to say that the culture of ethnic groups changes to 
adapt to the surrounding society while maintaining their own identity, and yet the 
constitution of that identity itself also changes. 
Conflicts occur in different forms and degrees. Conflict always occurs, while 
most conflict does not necessarily lead to assimilation. On the contrary, conflict 
sometimes reinforces ethnic boundaries by a self-defensive mechanism. In his study 
(1975) on the two primary ethnic groups in Canada, the French and the English, Jackson 
supported this argument. Ethnic minorities usually occupy a particular class or 
occupation, and they have interests different from the dominant group. The power 
conflicts involved between the two ethnic groups, in the study, kept them away from 
each other. 
Bonacich (1972) expanded this idea and developed a “cultural division of labour" 
approach. Marx (1848) reduced all kinds of conflicts to the class struggle between the 
bourgeoisie and the working proletariat over the control of resources. Bonacich added 
that the new immigrants were exploited by the host society to do the low paid jobs that 
the local people did not want to do. Consequently, the new immigrants were restricted 
to their low position and had little upward mobility. That explains why some 
minorities are stereotyped into a particular job. For example in Canada, the Chinese 
migrants were known to run laundry shops and work as hard laborers. Hechter (1978) 
« 
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further suggested that minorities tended to be at the periphery of the industrial power 
because of exploitation. Minorities are not only ethnic groups, but they may also be 
class groups. Gradually, ethnic group conflicts becomes class conflicts. 
Other scholars [Driedger (1989); Porter (1965)] have also discussed the 
relationship between ethnic identity and class struggles. They said that minorities 
voluntarily or involuntarily remained distinctive. Their theories are useful in the 
understanding of the Chinese Canadians in the early years who primarily belonged to 
the pre-industrial societies. However they are no longer applicable to present situation 
as there is a change in the migration pattern in recent decades. Many migrants come 
from modem societies instead. Other theories like the "marginal man" theory (Park 
1950), Simmel's (1950) "stranger" theory, and Van den Berghe's (1981) “middleman 
minority" theory, which could once explain the roles played by the Chinese Canadians, 
are no longer suitable. It is because they all look at migrants as partial aliens，or 
"cultural hybrids" (Park 1928), who suffer from spiritual instability, intensified self 
consciousness, restlessness, and in a state of malaise" (Levine et al., 1976: 830). It 
also assumes that people have migrated from poor countries to rich countries, and their 
group commitment prohibits their social upward mobility (Porter 1965:73-103; 
1975:293-95). In fact, as migration has now become a common phenomenon in the 
world and people deterritorialized, they are not as "alien" as in the older days. People 
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accept the existence of different cultures in the same place. 
Another approach goes the other way round. It looks at ethnicity as a drawback 
to mobility. Because of social mobility, ethnic groups easily break up. On the other 
hand, the ethnic group, which lacks social mobility, tends to have a rather united ethnic 
community. Wirth (1964:253-64) then developed an "ethnic pluralism" model, in 
which ethnic pluralism is a transitory stage in a minority group that allows them to have 
individual improvement and advancement, and still their ethnicity can be maintained. 
Although these theories are out-dated in analysing the Chinese Canadians 
nowadays, they tell us the composition of identity, that a person has to lean on a 
reference group psychologically or socially, in order to live in a strange environment. 
This concept has been criticized when people and their identity become deterritorialized 
while identity can still be maintained. 
Tepperman (1975:120-57) realized that new immigrants may not necessarily enter 
the lower level of the social hierarchy. He emphasized that they entered various levels 
of the Canadian society. His study showed that some immigrants entered the higher 
level of society in the beginning. They have different pace of progression; some of 
them want to learn more, and some are willing to enter new sectors of economy that the 
native Canadians do not want to do so. He sees new immigrants beneficial to Canada. 
Although various theories concerning the relationship between class and ethnicity 
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are useful, some theories remind us that in some cases the relationship between ethnicity 
and class are not that close. Van den Berghe (1981) pointed out that most groups 
thought of themselves in terms of ethnicity rather than class. Rex (1986:80) argued 
that ethnic groups sometimes interacted in a non-competitive basis，and yet their 
boundaries were maintained. 
However the problem is that all these theories look at ethnic minority status as a 
stable object that exists in the boundary of certain geographical area. In fact, there 
arises a "transmigrant" (Schiller, Basch, Blanc-Szanton:1992) which suggests that there 
is a new type of migration pattern. This new phenomenon made us revise our existing 
theory of migration, race relation, identity construction and politics. According to 
Schiller et al., transmigrants "take actions, make decisions, and feel concerns, and 
develop identities within social networks that connect them to two or more societies 
simultaneously". Besides, a phenomenon of"transnationalism" is identified and 
defined as "the process by which immigrants build social fields that link together their 
country of origin and their country of settlement" (1992:1-2). I want to argue that 
Hong Kong migrants in Canada are of this kind, and new theoretical framework is 
needed to understand their identity construction. Existing literatures about the Chinese 
migrants in Canada perceive them as permanent migrants, uprooted people. Most of 
the studies are concerned with their adaptation, like Wickberg (1982) and Chan (1983). 
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Although some of them realize that these Chinese are moving back and forth between 
home and host societies, the group is viewed as "return migrants," "temporary 
migrants," or "sojourners" (Schiller et al. 1992: 5). They are seen as belonging to only 
one place at one time. However actually they participate in both societies at the same 
time. 
To Schiller et al. (1992), transnationalism is a product of world capitalism. The 
economic system draws people from different places to work for itself. It makes 
migrants hard to settle in a new country culturally, socially and economically at the 
same time. As a result, migrants，as well as their social and financial capital, are easily 
deterritorized. It seems that it is a structure that the participants cannot get rid of. Yet 
Schiller et al. (1992:11) also reminds us the subjects have agency in that "by 
maintaining many different racial, national, and ethnic identities, transmigrants are able 
to express their resistance to the global political and economic situations that engulf 
them, even as they accommodate themselves to living conditions marked by 
vulnerability and insecurity." Therefore world capitalism and transmigrants are two 
symbols of transnationalism. Also in her research, Ong (1993) talked about "flexible 
citizenship", which is also one of the characteristics of transmigrants. I found that the 
theories concerning transnationalism let me to have a more understanding on the topic 
of migration. These transnational theories improve the existing theories of migration. 
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They also give rise to ideas that did not appear in the past, for example strong duel 
identities, yet without destroying nationalism. So by using this theory and some ofthe 
theories I have mentioned above, I aim to determine how the Hong Kong Chinese 
construct their identity in Canada, and how it is related to nationalism and capitalism. 
1.3 Methodology 
After studying the background information, I started my fieldwork in Vancouver in 
mid May and finished it in mid August in 1997. In order to sketch a general picture of 
migrants' lifestyle, I carried out a small-scale survey and sent out 15 questionnaires to 
my neighbors and some of my friends' friends. The questions were very simple, 
mainly asking for their background information and their impression about their new 
homeland. The information collected from the questionnaires may seem rather general, 
but by so-doing, I could find some potential informants for the in-depth interviews 
thereafter. 
I understood that it was not efficient to look for informants by using questionnaires, 
so I looked for new informants by approaching my friends and my major informant. 
The outcome was quite satisfactory. Such kind of snowball sampling allowed me to 
get twelve more informants. Besides looking for informants by myself, in late May, I 
participated in the Chinese Cultural Centre (CCC), one of the biggest Chinese cultural 
organizations in Vancouver. I worked as a volunteer and came to know some on-going 
18 
activities held in the Chinese community. In the beginning, I was a receptionist in the 
CCC. After a few weeks or so, I became familiar with the activities and the 
participants in the association and some others, which became the source ofmy primary 
data. I was a receptionist until early July when one of the coordinators knew that I was 
doing a research on the Chinese Canadians. Then I was placed to work as a volunteer 
research assistant in the Chinatown Project. My job was to take oral history of the 
Chinese Canadians who had been in Canada before the Exclusion Act in 1923, and that 
of representatives of some clan and sumame associations. By this means, I got twenty-
four informants in total. Although most of the Chinese history can be obtained in 
literatures, still these informants are important because throughout the conversations 
with them, I can understand their personal feelings on changes in Vancouver. 
By the above two methods, I got various types of informants. The informants I 
contacted through the CCC have settled in Vancouver for many years; some went to 
Vancouver even before the Second World War. Some of them were bom in Vancouver, 
while some in Hong Kong. They witnessed the changes of the Chinese living in 
Vancouver. Therefore the data given by these informants serves as firstly historical 
information as they recall their lives in Vancouver in the past, and secondly compare the 
past with the present. Moreover, since some of them have been active participants in 
some Chinese associations, they can provide a truer picture of the associations in the 
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past, which shows a contrast now and then，and proves that the migration pattern has 
changed a lot during these decades. The rest of my informants derive from my own 
social network. They all have settled in Vancouver in the recent 15 years. Some 
migrated immediately after the Sino British Joint Declaration was signed, while some 
after the June Fourth incident. They migrated because of the unforeseeable future in 
Hong Kong. Their vision might represent the present situation or even the future of 
Hong Kong Chinese in Canada. 
Each interview lasted about an hour and a half, depending on the situation, and 
they were semi-structural interviews. Every interviews was recorded only if 
informants refused to be recorded, and the questions asked varied. Topics including 
the reasons for migration, its process, opinions about the migration issues they 
encountered, their social network, adaptation, lives in the origin and host societies, 
ethnic relations, political opinions, and emotional disturbance were discussed. For the 
interviews with members of Chinese associations, questions about their establishment, 
difficulties they encountered were asked. During the field study, I also applied 
participant observation to obtain information. I lived and worked in Canadian society, 
participated in activities like Dragon Boat Festival, June Fourth parade and Night 
Market in Chinatown, etc. Besides, I also read newspapers and journal articles in 
public and university libraries in Vancouver. After I returned to Hong Kong, I started 
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Chapter 2 The History ofthe Chinese in Vancouver 
In this chapter, I am going to discuss the history of the Chinese migrants in 
Vancouver. I am not going to add new information into the history because there are 
already many informative researches on this topic. I will use these previous works as 
background information for the discussion. After that, in the later chapters, we will 
look at how history gives rise to the formation of Chinese identity, and has a role in the 
discourse of Chinese culture within the social context. I am going to highlight some of 
the historical events. These include how some of the Canadian immigration policies 
were formed, China's political incidents, immigrants' lifestyle in Canada and changes 
ofnature ofthe Chinese immigrants. The information may give us a glimpse ofwhat 
has been happening and which part ofhistory is being selected and emphasized by the 
present Chinese community. Throughout this chapter I will highlight the history which 
is taken from the works of anthropologists and sociologists. 
Many scholars agreed that the history of Chinese immigrating to Canada should be 
separately considered according to different phases (Anderson 1991; Lai 1990; Li 1988; 
Wickberg 1982). They unanimously agreed that this can be divided into four phases. 
These phases are mainly determined by the changes of immigration policies and 
political situation in Canada. In the Chinese Canadian history, Canada plays a crucial 
role in determining how many, and which kind of Chinese can immigrate to Canada. 
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This also affects Chinese social position in Canada. And comparatively speaking, the 
political situation ofthe country itselfhas less effect on the formation of the four phases. 
However we can still see the recent and earlier political policies of the home country do 
play a great part in determining the migration pattern and the immigrants' 
characteristics. 
2.1 Phase 1 
The works ofsome scholars showed that the history of Chinese in Canada started 
in the 1850's (Lai 1990; Wickberg 1982; Yee 1988). During 1858 and 1859, when 
Canada was still a colony ofBritain, there was a gold rush in the area of the Fraser 
River that attracted a lot ofChinese from China and California to try to make a fortune 
there. They traveled by ships and settled in the west coast ofVancouver. The first 
group ofChinese going to British Columbia via the port ofHong Kong dated in 1859. 
After the gold rush, the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) was called to be built. 
Chinese men from Guangdong province and those already in North America were 
recruited as railway workers. The history of Chinese in Vancouver then started. 
There are several reasons behind the Chinese moving pattern. It has been 
analysed into push and pull factors (Wickberg 1982:6; Yee 1988). Firstly, there were 
some forces which "pushed" the Chinese out of China. Situated near the mouth of the 
Pearl River, Guangdong soon became an important export, the population thus increased. 
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However, by the mid-nineteenth century, the population had risen to a problematic level: 
Insufficient food supply; high rents and taxes, and worst of all, natural disasters and 
political upheavals like the Opium War and the Taiping Uprising all brought tremendous 
effects on the society. People's life in China was becoming harder and harder. Many 
ofthem were unemployed. Gradually they found that staying in China was not a good 
option. When they were offered choices in other places, they chose to leave their 
homeland. 
Secondly, Canada "pulled" the Chinese to Canada. As already mentioned, 
Guangzhou was an important port, therefore the Chinese there could easily have access 
to both the news and rumors from the New World. They heard about the gold rush, 
and, later, knew that a lot of railway coolies were needed in Canada. Although the 
wages were low, compared to those of the white, it was satisfactory for the Chinese. 
Therefore, many ofthem migrated there, hoping to remedy their families' living 
situation in their homeland. 
It is noteworthy that of the first group of immigrants, all were men. The reason 
was attributed to the job nature that required men. According to Wickburg (1982), this 
also has to do with their background, i.e. the immigrant's home village. Since most of 
them were poor, but quite an amount of money was needed for travel expenses, a person 
who wanted to work overseas had to borrow money from his fellow villagers. After he 
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had arrived and worked for some time, he was expected to return all the money back 
plus some extra contributions to his villagers. Therefore from his village's point of 
view, it was beneficial to gather money and sponsor him to work overseas. Since the 
whole village (usually patrilineal) supported a person, young males were preferred. It 
undoubtedly guaranteed the whole village's income. For some villages that were too 
poor to support their kinsman, the kinsman had to borrow money from a broker before 
he could work overseas. All his salary earned had to be repaid to the broker first until 
the loan was repaid. Very often, the high travel expenses in addition to what they had 
to pay to the broker made their lives the hardest among all Chinese in Canada. 
Due to Confiicianism and the imbalance ethnic position of the Chinese in Canada., 
the Chinese workers were not supposed to settle in Canada. On one hand, to the 
overseas Chinese themselves, they went there as sojourners (qiao 僑 in Chinese 
context), a Confucius concept that discourages a person to permanently leave his village 
or ancestral home. In fact, migration was practically non-existent in the past (Wang 
1993: 137). It did not mean that Chinese never lived in other places. They were only 
considered temporarily away from home, although they might live in a foreign country 
for their whole life. They hoped to return home with glory and affluence. On the 
other hand, to the Canadian government, they were just inferior overseas workers. 
Racial discrimination prevailed in Canada, and those Chinese workers were regarded as 
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a problem. It can be reflected by the Franchise Act, Canada's policy in 1859, which 
said that only British were allowed to vote in Vancouver, and later in 1885，in the 
Chinese Immigration Act which restricted and regulated Chinese to enter Canada. 
Since then, the Chinese needed to pay a head tax of C$10 for every entrance to Canada. 
Besides, the Chinese did not and could not be involved in the Canadian political arena. 
To conclude, Confucianism and the imbalance ethnic position in Canada reinforced their 
sojourner mentality. 
The Chinese pioneers were very closed to themselves. Their relations with each 
other were face to face ones. The Chinese population was not large and they were 
recruited to perform similar kinds ofjobs: as coolies in the railway construction or 
cannery workers and domestic workers. During the beginning of the 19^ century, 
some Chinese set up their own businesses, for example grocery stores and laundries. 
However their houses and businesses concentrated in Chinatown because of 
discrimination. They were restricted to live in Chinatown by written and unwritten 
regulations. An informant told me that in those days several Chinese once tried to live 
outside Chinatown, they would find that garbage was thrown outside their house doors 
the next day. Very soon those Chinese realized that the Canadians wanted them to stay 
in Chinatown. The geographical boundary between Chinese and Caucasians were very 
clear. Not only Chinese did not live outside Chinatown, the white did not dare to go 
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into Chinatown because they scared to be bullied as well. 
The same informant said that once a white man went into Chinatown and got 
beaten up by a Chinese without any reason, the police could not charge that Chinese 
because all the witnesses were Chinese who would protect their man by giving false 
statements. This showed that the Chinese were, indeed, a segregated group and they 
were quite united, although they were forced to be like this. Undoubtedly there were 
tensions among them, but overall they were united when facing the whites. Later, as 
more and more Chinese settled in Vancouver, some Chinese associations were formed, 
for example the Chinese Benevolent Association (CBA), and a few district and surname 
associations. Gradually some of the Chinese had also started to move eastward. 
Although they still lived in Chinatown, some of their businesses were started beyond the 
Chinatown boundary. 
This peaceful atmosphere did not last long. Chinese were accused of getting jobs 
from the white's hands. Furthermore, the whites were scared that Canada would be 
"polluted" by other "colors". In 1907，a riot broke out by the Asiatic Exclusion 
League. Chinatown was seriously damaged. Because of this, the Chinese 
immigration rate had slowed down until 1910. These anti Chinese voices remained 
quiet for a moment, but started again in Phase 2 of the history of Chinese in Canada. 
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2.2 Phase 2 
The second period started from the 1910s to 1923. It represented the change of 
the Chinese attitude toward their home country and host country. There were two 
major political events within this period. Firstly, it was the Revolution in China in 
1911. Like other overseas counterparts, the Chinese in Vancouver raised money to 
help their homeland. This Revolution revealed that the Chinese in Vancouver still had 
a strong tie with China. Being overseas Chinese had a special meaning for them. 
One informant told me that they contributed a lot to improve China, because only a 
strong China could protect their interests in Canada. To prove their commitment, some 
informants showed me their receipts of contribution. Thousands of Canadian dollars 
were donated to China. However their dreams did not come true. The fall ofthe 
Qing Dynasty did not bring China peace, as different opposing political parties were 
formed. The Chinese in Vancouver too, experienced internal conflict. Both Chinese 
and their associations were divided among themselves based on different political 
standpoints. Despite the fact that the Chinese were united against the Caucasians, the 
tension among themselves was tremendous as well. 
While the Revolution pulled the Chinese toward China, another event, the First 
World War, pulled them toward Canada. Since China was an ally of Canada, the war 
removed the barrier between the local Canadians and the Chinese, partially ifnot 
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entirely. Later economic depression made the Chinese the scapegoats again. Not 
only being accused oftaking jobs from the whites' hands, the Chinese culture was 
derogated as uncivilized. Chinatown was described as a place fiill ofevils and 
diseases. A lot of rumors emerged among the Caucasians that made the Chinese and 
Chinatown seem like a myth. Discrimination persisted. Immigration laws had been 
amended several times to pinpoint Chinese entries. However the amendment could not 
control Chinese entries but led to the Exclusion Act of 1923, which will be discussed in 
Phase 3 of the history. 
During Phase 2，there evolved a process named "chain migration". Wives united 
with their husbands in Canada. In some cases, a nephew or a fellow villager pretended 
to be the son ofa Chinese Canadian and employed "family reunion" as an excuse in 
order to work in Canada. For all of these people, although the sojourner mentality still 
persisted, their behavior proved that they actually started establishing families and 
homes in Canada. Going back to China had become a mentality, a mode ofthought or 
a virtual plan rather than an action. They kept on saying that they would go back to 
their homeland someday, but in fact they continued to establish themselves in Canada. 
The increasing number of community organizations, like clan and district 
associations and Chinese schools, reflected the expansion of the Chinese population in 
Canadian society(Yee 1988). Besides workers and their families, there were Chinese 
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students who went to Canadian universities, making Chinese communities more 
heterogeneous. As the community became larger, people were segregated into groups, 
mainly by one's surname (for example Wong Kung Har Tong) or hometown district (Yu 
Hing Tong, from Toi San). By 1923, there were 26 clan associations, 12 district 
associations, 2 Chinese schools, 2 Chinese newspapers etc (Wickberg 1982:315-318; 
Yee 1988:54). Not only did the number of organizations increase, they were better 
established than those in the past century as well. In fact, these associations served 
several functions. Firstly the building of the association itself acted as a place for 
gathering and chatting. At that time, the Chinese had to work for very long hours each 
day, seven days each week, and only got very little salary. Therefore they had no time 
and no money to go elsewhere to relax. Gathering in the association did not require 
any money. Since the association was near to their living place, they usually went 
there after work. Sometimes they would play mahjong to kill time. Besides, being 
inhabited outside Chinatown also made them stick to their place. 
Secondly, the associations helped newcomers to settle. It was important as they 
were usually individuals with no relatives, or relatives who could not help them very 
much. They were poor and they could not afford to buy houses. Therefore providing 
accommodation for newcomers was a gesture to show friendliness and unity of one's 
village or surname. In the association, all the members had to sleep in a common 
30 
bedroom. The living conditions were undoubtedly bad, yet they tolerated them. 
When they earned enough money, they would leave the association and rent other small 
rooms that had better living conditions. 
Thirdly, the associations took care of funerals of their members, transporting their 
bones back to China. As they considered themselves sojourners, it was very important 
to have their bones buried in their homeland since they thought they ultimately had to 
go back when they died. This became a duty of the associations. Moreover, the 
associations helped their members to write letters to their families and sent remittances 
for them. It was due to the fact that the Chinese had received little education at that 
time, and that only few of them knew how to write. As a result, people who were 
educated took up this responsibility in the associations. 
The Chinese population expanded and diversified. Some of them worked hard, 
but at least they had jobs. Though the Chinese were offered a lower pay because of 
racial discrimination, they were willing to accept it because it was already enormous 
compared to that in their homeland. Consequently, the Chinese instead of the white 
were employed in large scale. Discrimination was, therefore, intensified. On the 
other hand, the Chinese population expanded to a level that some of them set up 
businesses to serve each other. There were tailors, shoemakers, jewelers, restaurants, 
photographers etc (Wickberg 1982:92). No matter whether they were workers or 
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businessmen, they saved up most of their income and sent it back to their villages. 
This was the traditional practice of the sojourners: "sojourners were there to make 
money, not to spend it" (Bonacich 1973). After several years of working, they 
returned to their villages to marry or visit their family if they could. Yet this is not the 
end ofthe sojourners' life. While some of them would stay in China, some would 
return to Canada again to continue their work. However all of them afterall, were 
expected to return to their homeland, which was a typical sojourner mentality. Yet 
their actions showed that some Chinese eventually settled down in Canada for some 
reasons. It may due to practical or emotional reasons. Anyway, more and more 
Chinese decided to settle down in Canada physically instead of mentally. The more 
Chinese settled in Vancouver, the larger was the discontentment of the Canadians 
toward them. Head tax had increased several times, finally reached C$500 per head. 
Despite ofthe high head tax, the Chinese continued to enter Canada. The Chinese 
population increased steadily in this period until 1923. 
2.3 Phase 3 
In 1923, the Canadian government passed a law to restrict the entry of Chinese. 
It was called the Exclusion Act. After than, no Chinese was allowed to enter Canada. 
The change in the immigration law implied that the discrimination of the Chinese had 
gone to a political level. The Chinese had to go through the most severe 
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discrimination in Canadian history. Population of the group began to decrease. As 
seen from Table 1, the Chinese population grew except during the period ofExclusion 
Act, that was between 1923 to 1947. In other words, the population had been 
decreasing until the Second World War. As I have mentioned, some Chinese went 
back to their homeland to visit their families or to get married. Due to the imbalanced 
gender ratio in Canada, they could not marry there. They encountered a lot of 
restrictions when they tried to re-enter Canada. Some Chinese retired and went back 
to China in the early 1930s. For the above reasons, it was hard to have natural growth 
of the Chinese population. 
In the early 1930s, the Chinese became scapegoats again. They were condemned 
for taking away the whites' jobs, but in reality many Chinese had been laid ofFas well. 
During this hard time, Chinese unity was strengthened. Some informants remembered 
that at that time the Chinese Benevolent Association provided rice porridge for the 
Chinese, which was an act ofhelping one another. In fact, my informants always use 
this incident to show me their sense of unity. Meanwhile, during the Second World 
War, they not only contributed millions of dollars to the War, but also participated in the 
War with the local Canadians. Some informants were proud of it because they 
believed that it changed their destiny. 
Chinese participation in the War led to the repeal of the Exclusion Acts in 1947 
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(Yee 1988:107). The Chinese were allowed to migrate to Canada again. Some 
informants said that after the Second World War, some Chinese appealed for their right 
ofcitizenship and family reunion, because they had helped the Canadian army to fight 
in the war. Subsequently their social status and living standard improved. The 
concept of"Chinese Canadian" thus started here. 
Although the Chinese were allowed to migrate to Canada again, they did not 
receive equal opportunity with other migrants. The immigration laws of Canada were 
in favor ofthe Caucasians, because the local Canadians were scared that "the Orient 
would change the fimdamental composition of the Canadian population". In other 
words, discrimination still, though to a lesser extent, existed. 
During Phase 3, the Chinese associations were well established despite its 
continued decrease in population. Local born Chinese multiplied. Since the Chinese 
language was still very important for those who wanted to survive within a Chinese 
community, many public and private Chinese schools were founded. In fact the 
Chinese had no choice. They must make their living in the Chinese community. 
Hence every Chinese child went to Chinese school every evening after their regular 
school. Those parents who were more well-off sent their children back to China to 
learn Chinese and receive a proper Chinese education. 
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2.4 Phase 4 
The final period is the period when discrimination decreased, which started from 
the 1950s. The Canadian immigration policy had been revised for several times since 
then. Canada was moving toward an egalitarian society. The eligibility ofthe new 
immigrants was based on economic contribution rather than race. Although the 
regulation no longer pin pointed the Chinese, it discriminated against non-Caucasians in 
general. Immigrants from Asia and Africa were still considered differently from the 
Europeans. Later in 1967, the immigration regulation was not racially discriminatory. 
The immigration eligibility is based on one's education and training, language ability, 
professional skills, motivation, age, resourcefulness, and relatives or occupation demand 
in Canada in a point system (Lai 1990). This change of immigration regulation had a 
significant change in the nature of the new Chinese immigrants. From 1947 to 1962, 
there were 24,000 Chinese migrated to Canada (Wickberg 1982:217). During this 
period, when the immigration regulations have not changed, most of the immigrants 
were the close kins of the Chinese Canadians, whom they depended on immediately 
after migration. After 1962, especially after 1967, the immigration law emphasized 
one's ability. More and more migrants depended on themselves, although they might 
have relatives in Canada. As the society of their origin and the society were both 
urban, and that the migrants had social capital in hand, it was easy for them to adapt to a 
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new environment. In the 1960's, the Chinese migrants came mainly from Hong Kong. 
They migrated due to political and social reasons, like the Great Proletarian Cultural 
Revolution, bombs, strikes and demonstrations in Hong Kong. Besides, the larger 
number ofChinese settled in Canada made Chinese organizations more sophisticated. 
Various organizations, like political organizations, clan and district associations, religion 
associations and commercial associations were formed. 
2.5 From the 80s onward 
The new immigrants are very different from those who preceded them in a lot of 
ways, but I want to stress that the changes are gradual instead of sudden ones. Several 
changes are quite obvious. One of them is that the proportion of Chinese coming from 
Hong Kong increased. These Chinese have become affluent, mostly entrepreneurs or 
people with professional skills, and there are some students as well. In the past, 
Chinese bachelors entered Canada, but now family is usually the unit ofmigration，and 
the gender proportion is more balanced. They have got good education and English 
ability, and they also tend to be urbanites. They may not have social ties and networks, 
but it is not a problem because they do not need to depend on them. They were 
unsponsored, yet skilled. Their good adaptability does not mean that they have no 
problems though. They have to admit that their Hong Kong skills and academic 
training are not recognized by Canada. Luckily they can usually overcome these 
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problems within a few years. In terms of contribution, they have contributed to the 
Canadian society differently from their predecessors. While in the past, Chinese were 
manual laborers, now they come from the middle class and occupying middle part ofthe 
Canadian economic system. 
The result is that a variety of Chinese live together in Canada. This community 
is heterogeneous in a lot ofways. It contains "old" as well as "new" immigrants. All 
kinds ofChinese exist there, rural persons with urbanites, manual laborers with skilled 
professionals, illiterates with highly educated ones, the rich with the poor. Not only 
has the composition but also their mentality changed. A sojourner is transformed into 
a migrant as they are more accepted in the host society after the immigration regulations 
have been revised. Moreover the new immigrants continuously stimulate and renew 
the community sentiments by keeping their tradition among other Chinese Canadians, 
thus making the community distinctive in the host society. As the Chinese community 
became larger and larger, and became better established, the Chinese were more 
committed to the Canadian society. 
Canadians' acceptance of Chinese is not only reflected by the immigration 
regulations, but also in Canadians' everyday life. The government helped the 
newcomers to better adjust into the new environment, and the Caucasians to get rid of 
their discrimination. For example, a lot of effort was made in forming English as a 
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Second Language (ESL) classes in secondary schools and numerous adult English 
classes held by other educational organizations. Other activities also help the new 
immigrants assimilate to the society. Examples include computer classes, seminars 
that explain the kinds of welfare they have and other everyday life practices. On the 
other hand, the government also educates the Caucasian Canadians by emphasizing the 
multicultural nature ofthe country that it encourages different ethnic groups to live 
together harmoniously. Immigrants are welcomed, as the government said that 
immigrants can stimulate the local economy and tackle the aging problem of the society. 
We can see that the Chinese community in Canada is getting larger and more 
diverse especially during these two decades. There are Chinese who came from 
Mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and other parts of the world. When the Chinese 
community was still small, all Chinese knew each other. Some of my informants said 
that they knew the name of everyone at that time. Unity and a common identity were 
developed from this face to face relationship. In contrast, they sigh that it is 
impossible for them to know everyone in the community now. In this research the new 
immigrants that I will be concerned about mostly are those who came from Hong Kong. 
It is because firstly Hong Kong has a special political and economic situation that forces 
its people to have a transnational network. Secondly the Hong Kong Chinese are the 
largest group among the Chinese Canadians; it comprises over one third ofthe Chinese 
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in Canada (Table 2). Due to the 1997 issue, Hong Kong people are going out to search 
for political security, but on the other hand, they are attracted by the good economic 
situation in Hong Kong, when they compare it to Western economic recession before 
the Asian Economic Crisis burst out in late 1997. This tension can be resolved by 
travelling back and forth between the host and the original society, creating a mentality 
that they belong to in both countries. We can have a glance ofhow immigration 
pattern has changed. The old overseas Chinese {lao hua qiao 老華僑)and the new 
immigrants (xinyi min 新移民)are very different, in terms of their experiences. 
Moreover, in the interviews I found out how they perceived each other. The answer 
may suggest what constitutes Chineseness and what it means to them. Although I have 
divided the respondents into two groups, their boundary is blurred and the changes are 
gradual. It is not to say that their characteristics imply they are two separate groups. 
In fact they have many interactions. In my research I found that there are activities 
that unite them, which I will describe later. 
There are changes for the Chinese associations too. In the past, different 
surname associations prevailed. The function was to help the newcomers to find jobs, 
to provide accommodation for them, and to unite the clansmen. The concept of 
surname or common village was strong. It helped the Chinese stick together. As the 
Chinese community becomes larger and modernized, the concept oflineage becomes 
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outdated. People are less concerned of which hometown or clan they are from. The 
truth is that most of the new immigrants who come from Hong Kong no longer care 
about where their old hometown is. Moreover, nowadays immigrants can usually 
afford to buy their houses. They do not need to reside in associations like their 
predecessors did. Ifthey really need help, they do not approach these clan or lineage 
associations, simply because they do not identify themselves with their clan and lineage, 
although they have the identification o/it. However, it does not mean no organization 
helps the new immigrants. In the 1980s, new associations such as the Chinese Cultural 
Center and SUCCESS were formed, dominating clan and district associations ofthe 
past. Apart from the local organizations, there are also many transnational Chinese 
associations, e.g. the Vancouver Society in Support ofDemocratic Movement and the 
Chinese Merchants Association, that support the Chinese identity. 
We have seen that the Chinese immigrants had experienced and struggled a lot in 
Canada in different phase. Not only the host society is changing, but also the nature of 
the immigrants. As we will see later, the history mentioned is very important in the 
Chinese identity construction. In the following chapters, I am going to study how 
Chinese identity is created, manipulated, and how it is different the past. 
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Table 1. Chinese population in Vancouver (Wickberg 1982:303) 
Year Chinese population Chinese population as % ofTotal 
1911 3,559 3 ^ 
1921 6,484 5.53 
1931 13,011 5.28 
1941 |7,174 |2.61 
Table 2. Chinese immigrants landed in British Columbia (From Ming Pao 16 June 
97) 
Year~~|Number ofHong Kong |Number ofTaiwan~~~ Number ofMainland 
Chinese Chinese Chinese 
1984 _1767 112 685 
1985 1803 160 ^ 
1986 1207 222 ^ 
1987 3522 410 7 ^ 
1988 5185 887 7 ^ 
1989 4845 1384 1141 
1990 7653 1669 —1421 
l 9 ^ 6301 2615 ~~3543 
l 9 ^ 1 0 0 5 1 — 4 1 3 1 ^ 
1993 11419 5975 —2190 
V^4 16100 4745 2976 
1995_11830 "5340 3267 
1996 |ll922 |9284 {4227 
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Chapter 3 Contemporary Hong Kong Chinese in Vancouver 
In this chapter, I will focus on the contemporary Hong Kong Chinese in Vancouver 
including the reasons they migrated, their lives in Vancouver, and how they have 
affected Canadian society. 
3.1 Reasons for being Astronauts一the pursuit of choices 
Skeldon (1995:237-248) showed us that in these two decades Hong Kong people 
emigrated because of the Hong Kong Handover in 1997. Yet after they migrated to 
Canada, they had to face some problems which is related to the economic depression in 
Canada. For economic reasons, some of them decided to go back to Hong Kong to 
work leaving their families in Canada. As a result, they have to travel back and forth 
between Hong Kong and Canada. In the following part, I will explain this 
phenomenon. 
3.1.1 Seeking for political security 
Several informants of mine admitted that they feared that Communism might 
destroy their ftiture, hence they "bought" this "insurance" for political security. In fact, 
from a historical perspective. Hong Kong is a "refugee community"; many people were 
born or spent their childhood in mainland China (Skeldon 1995). They have 
experienced or at least heard how the Chinese intellectuals had been tortured during 
Cultural Revolution and noticed how cruel the Chinese communist government could 
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be. 
An informant told me that she was born in a Guangdong family, which was quite 
well off at that time. Her parents were both well educated; this made her family a 
victim in Cultural Revolution. She, only seven at that time, had to escape to Hong 
Kong by herself. She lived a hard life in Hong Kong in order to earn a living. What 
this informant experienced is not an exceptional case. Many Chinese, like her, 
eventually fled to Hong Kong, where they made their own brilliant future. Comparing 
the prosperity and political freedom they enjoyed in Hong Kong with the situation their 
fellow countrymen have had to face in mainland China, they are afraid that Chinese 
government will not keep its promise of "one country two systems" as agreed in the 
Sino-British Joint Declaration. In addition to the political upheavals mainland China 
have been undergoing these two decades, some Hong Kong people in the end decided to 
emigrate. With their refugee mentality (Skeldon 1995), emigration to them is like 
obtaining political insurance, despite the fact that they did not experience any political 
sufferings in Hong Kong. It is really a mentality of insecure feeling throughout their 
life. Whether they treat the host country as home is not the point. What they want to 
get are freedom and a stable political environment. One informant migrated to Canada 
when her children were still young. Her children have grown up now and she said that 
ifher children desired, they were always free to go back to Hong Kong, to work or to 
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live. On the contrary, ifthey had never migrated, it would have been difficult for them 
to leave after 1997. Their future would be full of uncertainty. She wants to provide 
her children these choices ofliving in their desired society, so she decided to migrate. 
Ifshe had not done so, their family could have only stayed in Hong Kong after 1997 
because she did not think the government would allow her to leave. Therefore, it is 
more secure for her to obtain "another exit" as soon as possible. 
A few informants said that they migrated because they wanted their children to 
receive better education. This is also a matter of choices. A person with a western 
university degree is considered more high profile in Hong Kong, and this person can 
easily make a living in both Hong Kong and a western society. Although giving their 
children to have a better education is their reason for migration, I found that when they 
think about foreign university degrees, they are also concerned about the political 
situation in Hong Kong that their children will face. They are equipping themselves to 
gain "another exit". Therefore I also regard their action (i.e. migration) as a form of 
seeking political security. 
During the signing of the Joint Declaration and the June Fourth Event，most Hong 
Kong people were pessimistic about their future (they became rather optimistic only 
after 1997). Many ofthem thought of migration, but only some of them are eligible to 
do so, and only a portion take the action. From the year of 1980 to 1992, the number 
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ofHong Kong people emigrating to other parts of the world increased from 22,400 to 
66,000 per annum (Skeldon 1994a:30). What Skeldon (1995:237-248) has found 
showed that computer experts, pharmacists, bank executives, lawyers, personnel 
professionals, accountants, doctors etc were likely to emigrate. They are people with 
professional skills and assets (Wickberg 1994: 76), but Skeldon (1994b:183) reminded 
us that "not all the Chinese migrants are highly educated and wealthy." The trend of 
Hong Kong people migrating to Canada is similar. It shows that Hong Kong people, 
especially the middle class have a sense of uncertainty toward their fiiture. It seemed 
that all Hong Kong people were talking about migration after the June Fourth Event. 
Some ofthem started to buy foreign properties, and open foreign bank accounts. 
Reinforced by each other, their insecure feeling was intensified. 
When we look at the migration pattern ofHong Kong people immigrating to 
Vancouver, we can also find clues on their political fears. According to British 
Columbia Statistics, there were a total of 93,605 Hong Kong people immigrated to 
British Columbia from 1984 to 1996. Most of them chose Vancouver as their 
destination. Within these thirteen years, the immigration wave can be divided into 
three periods (Ming Pao 16 June 97). The first one is from 1984 to 1989. The 
number ofHong Kong immigrants increased from 1,207 to 3,522 per annum. This 
showed that the Sino-British Joint Declaration was one of the reasons pushing people 
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out from Hong Kong. These people did not want China to take over Hong Kong. 
The number ofHong Kong immigrants in 1989 was slightly less than that in 1988. 
The reason behind was that people who planned to migrate because of uncertainty of 
future had already migrated within these few years; therefore the number started to 
decrease a few years after the event. Also they could see that Hong Kong had 
continued to prosper, so they believed that their future might be good. 
The second wave was from 1990 to 1996，mainly due to the Tiananmen Massacre 
in 1989. Before the Massacre Hong Kong people regained their confidence toward 
China, but they were shocked by this incident. They were discontented about the 
Chinese government. Protests were then held. While they were sympathetic about 
the victims, they also knew that they could neither do much to help them nor to change 
the political situation. So some Hong Kong people planned to leave Hong Kong as 
soon as possible. Canada again was a popular place for emigration. In 1992, there 
were more than ten thousand Hong Kong immigrants added into Canada. This time 
some even sold all their properties and planned not to go back to Hong Kong again. 
The third wave was from 1994 to 1996. Some explained that people tried to leave 
Hong Kong before 1997 {MingPao 16 June 97 A4). They were scared their life would 
be affected gradually. The climax of migration was in 1994，when more than 16,000 
ofHong Kong people immigrated to Vancouver. The three waves of migration showed 
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us that Hong Kong's political situation was the main factor leading to emigration. 
Anything happens to threaten Hong Kong's political condition can cause people to 
leave. 
Since most ofthe people who are eligible to emigrate are the ones with 
professional skills and assets, another problem, "brain drain" arose. "Brain drain" 
(Skeldon 1994a: 34) is the process referring to the loss of the cream of the society. 
The peak ofthis anxiety was around the turn of previous decade. This caught the 
public attention for it would lead to "the decline in productivity and the demise ofHong 
Kong as a viable industrial and financial centre" (Skeldon 1995: 57). Later we found 
that "brain drain" is not a big problem due to the "return migrants" that we will talk 
about later. These few political incidents illustrate that the migration pattern ofHong 
Kong has changed in these few decades. As we can see in the past, to find a job 
overseas was the main reason people emigrated; however, nowadays people emigrate 
for political security that their motherland cannot guarantee. 
3.1.2 Seeking economic benefit 
After having migrated to Canada, the new Hong Kong immigrants had to face 
some problems. Some of the problems are related to the economic depression in 
Canada. Most of my informants admitted that it was harder to find a job in Vancouver 
than in Hong Kong, and the salary they earned was not as much as that in Hong Kong. 
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Besides economic recession, another reason is that the Canadian government does not 
recognize some oftheir professional qualifications and working experiences. Several 
informants of mine had to do jobs that did not relate to their skills. Luckily they only 
had to endure this hardship a short period of time. They could then work in their 
original professions. Another thing they have to adjust is the tax system in Canada. 
It scares some of my informants. Comparing with that in Hong Kong, it requires them 
to pay more tax. I was told that in some cases, some people with some amount of 
savings would enter Canadian universities to study, and at the same time to be zuoyi 
min jian "emigrant prisoners"(坐移民監)."Emigrant prisoners" is a Cantonese term, 
which means emigrants have to stay in Canada until they get Canadian citizenship. If 
you leave Canada for more than 183 days without applying a Return Permit, you fail to 
have the right ofabode. To some people, it is a good idea to be a "prisoner" and a 
"student" at the same time since when the time they finished their studies, they can 
obtain both citizenship and recognized qualifications. Since Hong Kong admits 
Canadian professional qualifications, these Hong Kong immigrants are free to go back 
to Hong Kong or stay in Canada. Possessing these social assets allow them to have 
great mobility in the Pacific Rim economic system. 
For economic reasons, some immigrants decided to go back to Hong Kong and 
work there. Because of that, a new category of migrants evolved. Skeldon (1994a: 11) 
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called this category the "modern sojourner", which is defined as "the person who 
commutes or circulates over long distances with place of residence in Canada or 
Australia but place ofbusiness in both North American and Asian (or other) locations. 
This scenario can also apply to the highly paid professionals and even bureaucrats who 
have technically 'settled' in Canada but continue to work in Hong Kong." They 
usually leave their families in the host society. Most of these "modern sojourners" are 
the husbands, or the breadwinners of the households. In some cases, both parents go 
back to Hong Kong leaving their children in Canada. As a result, they are politically 
secured by holding a foreign passport and placing their families in a "secured" place on 
the one hand; and make their living in a place or places with economic stability. This 
guarantees their family income on the other hand. They go back and forth, putting 
their feet on two or more locations. Many of these migrants are businessmen. 
According to British Columbia Statistics, there were one third ofHong Kong 
immigrants who belonged to commercial category, which includes investors, 
entrepreneurs and self-employed. They made use of their connection in Hong Kong to 
do transnational businesses. One informant started a trading company in Vancouver. 
He acted as a "middleman" between China and Canada in his business. He introduced 
China, s products to Canada and vice versa. As a result he had to travel back and forth 
from these two places, so we called him "astronaut". In Skeldon's word (1994a:ll), 
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an astronaut is "a person who spends time in space, that is，an airplane", and that these 
people are "spreading economic risk by having access to business and job markets in 
two locations." It is exactly what my informant has been doing. Often, these 
businessmen have social connections in Canada before they migrated. Their social 
network in different places is a stepping stone for their transnational businesses. 
According to Skeldon (1994a:34-35), this also refutes the designation of"brain drain". 
On the surface different countries have revised their immigration regulation to compete 
for Hong Kong "brains," actually Hong Kong has not experienced a serious "brain 
drain." It is true that most ofthe Hong Kong migrants are professionals, but as long as 
they engaged in a transnational business or simply go back to work in Hong Kong, the 
“brains，’ come back. Therefore it is wrong to assume that the migrants will "use their 
talent" in the host societyjust because they have migrated there (Skeldon 1994a:34). 
Instead they used their skills in the setting where they think they could gain the most 
benefits. For these astronauts, solely doing businesses in Canada is not the best choice. 
They are responding to global economic trends rather than fulfilling their loyalty toward 
the country of destination. 
Looking back at Hong Kong's history, there was a drastic change between the past 
and the present return migrants. According to Wong (1998), the return ofmigrants in 
the first halfofthe century are called "sacred return", which means they go back to their 
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homeland to glorify their ancestors. They brought much money along with them and 
distributed it to their fellows. However the present return migrants perform "secular 
return", that they go back because of their cultural affinity and they want to make a 
profit in Hong Kong (Wong 1998; Ong 1993). These migrants' background and their 
mentality give us a clue that they are not prepared to assimilate, not they cannot 
assimilate, into the host society. Consequently their background and mentality 
changed the host society in many ways. In the next part, we are going to discuss the 
impact ofHong Kong migrants, in Vancouver. 
3.2 The Emergence ofRichmond 
It is said that where there are Chinese, there is Chinatown. Chinatown is the 
traditional landmark of overseas Chinese. Chinatown in Vancouver is situated at East 
Pender Street, East Keefer Street and Main Street. Besides the "traditional" 
Chinatown, there is a "new Chinatown" - Richmond. Richmond symbolizes 
contemporary Chinese in Vancouver. It is located in the southern part ofGreater 
Vancouver. It is called "new Chinatown" because about 50% of its residents are 
Chinese, and most of them are from Hong Kong. Besides, a dozen of Chinese 
shopping centers were built or are being built in Richmond, attracting mostly Chinese 
customers. No such big Chinese shopping mall was built in Vancouver, according to 
one of my informants, it is because the rent in Vancouver was high and many small 
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Chinese stores were distributed over the Vancouver area, therefore little area could be 
developed there, hence anew area had to be found. He explained that Richmond was 
field land at that time. There was only one main road, that is the No.3 Road today. It 
was developed because population increased but Vancouver was saturated. Therefore 
the government developed Richmond which is next to Vancouver. It is now developed 
into a little Hong Kong where there are many Chinese restaurants, malls and shops. 
Richmond resembles Hong Kong so much that I heard some youngsters simply called 
Richmond "Hong Kong". 
The nature ofthe Chinese stores has been changed too. In the past, the target 
customers were the whites as well as the Chinese, while now it is mainly for the 
Chinese. Many CD stores and accessory stores are opened for the tastes of the Chinese 
youngsters. The names ofthe Chinese malls suggest that they are ofHong Kong style 
and they are Hong Kong oriented. For example, Aberdeen Centre (香港仔中心)， 
President Plaza (統一廣場)，Central Square (中環廣場)，Continental Centre (置地廣場)， 
Admiralty Centre (金鐘廊)，Pacific Plaza (太古廣場),Cosmo Plaza (柏麗廣場）and 
Union Square (新城市廣場）(Table 3; Ming Pao [Canada] 1997 18 June). Hong Kong 
immigrants are very familiar with the Chinese names, because they are exactly the same 
as the names used by Hong Kong malls, although the English names are different. The 
shops inside the malls resemble the ones in Hong Kong too. Both the names and the 
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atmosphere of these malls are different with other local malls. 
Chinatown and Richmond represent two kinds of Chineseness. They symbolize 
two kinds of Chinese in two eras. Chinatown has a definite boundary, with 
"traditional" style ofbuildings, for example lion statues and recessed balconies. In the 
pre-war era, most ofthe Chinese were laborers or agriculture workers. Chinese 
restaurants are the businesses they usually would like to set up (Wickberg 1982:310). 
In contrast, Richmond is a modernized area without a definite boundary restricted for 
the Chinese. It was developed because firstly, the new comers found no more places in 
Vancouver that could let them to live. Secondly, houses in Richmond, rural at that 
time，were less expensive. In Richmond, new and modern types ofbusinesses can be 
seen everywhere, like karaoke, big shopping malls. In the past, Chinese stores existed 
individually, but now they are situated in a grand mall, with modern decoration. One 
informant described his feeling on Chinatown. He felt that the environment in 
Chinatown was terrible. It is just like Hong Kong: densely populated, rubbish 
everywhere, wet ground and awful traffic. Unlike Richmond in where he lives, the 
buildings in Chinatown are old. Therefore he said he did not want to go there unless 
he definitely had to. 
The comparison between the "new" and the "old" Chinatown is fascinating. It 
symbolizes the changing nature of the Chinese community. The new Chinatown 
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ORichmond) ofcourse indicates a new era, but the preservation of the old Chinatown has 
more indication on what the Chinese identity is. In 1971, a law was set up to protect 
Chinatown's architecture. Chinatown has become a provincial historic area (Yee 1988: 
137). The so-called "traditional" buildings are being preserved, new style ofbuildings 
cannot be constructed in Chinatown. The landmarks of the Chinese were "traditional" 
ones, exclusively in Chinatown, with lion statues in front of the gate, recessed balconies 
and Chinese arches. This design was originally part of the Chinese style building in 
the beginning ofthe century. As time passed, this style remained and it represented the 
essence and sublimation oftraditional Chinese culture, even though the Chinese now 
live a modern life. The arches and the recessed balconies make Chinese architecture 
and culture exotic not only to the local Caucasians, but to the Chinese as well. In 
Chinatown, new buildings can be built only with authorization. Only approved 
renovation can be done. Newly constructed buildings in Chinatown should be in 
"traditional", style that was compatible with the buildings around. New buildings 
continue to use this design to represent Chinese culture. Chinatown has its own 
historical and political reasons for its preservation, it also symbolizes a Chinese myth, 
that some parts of Chinese culture are being crystallized into a certain form. The 
whole Chinatown area is protected by the government. While some informants said 
that it was good for the government to realize the historical importance ofChinatown, 
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some said that it was the political strategy that the government controlled the 
development ofthe Chinese community. Of course if it is really the case, it fails. 
The preservation is solely decided and done by the government. I am not going to find 
out ifthe motives behind the action of preserving Chinatown are political or cultural 
ones, but this suggests that the government is also one of the actors in defining 
Chineseness. Other informants said that the restriction of Chinatown directly related 
to the development ofRichmond. More and more new Chinese landmarks are being 
constructed there. The development ofRichmond does not only show us how the 
Chinese struggle; it also symbolizes the transformation ofChineseness. 
3.3 The Rise of "New" Associations 
Another aspect ofcontemporary Chinese in Vancouver is the Chinese association 
there. The changes ofnature in the Chinese associations give us a glimpse ofthe 
transformation of Chineseness. Surnames were used to be powerful in the past. In 
1923, there were 26 surname associations and 12 districts associations (Wickberg 1982: 
315-7), but the Chinese population was only 6500. Comparing with nowadays，there 
are only 27 clan associations and 11 district associations existing though the population 
has increased a lot. In contrast, other kinds of associations that represent general 
Chinese population prevailed. These new associations include numerous commercial 
associations, leisure clubs or religious groups (Wickberg 1982: 303-31). It does not 
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mean that the former kind ofassociations does not react to their decreasing in number. 
Many ofthem struggled to adapt to the society instead. For example, some ofthem 
have choirs, which imitate the one in the church, or they open courses that teach martial 
arts, which according to them, can promote Chinese culture in a modern way. These 
associations also help the new immigrants to learn English, or teach the local born 
Chinese Cantonese. While they strive to transform, their hierarchical structure does 
not change very much. For example they only accept members ofthe same surname, 
even though using surname to differentiate people is no longer appropriate now. They 
are difficult to survive in spite ofthe fact that they have held a lot of popular activities 
that I have just mentioned. It is because they still practice some traditional values (i.e. 
accept members with the same surname only) which is unimportant now. As far as I 
can observe, they are not particularly successfiil in maintaining their functions of 
helping the new immigrants. I went to several of these associations, their members 
(usually elderly) were chatting and playing mahjong in the associations. They said that 
no more people reside in the associations or rely on them to find a job. Another factor 
contributing to the decline of these associations is financial problems. Few people are 
willing to contribute money to these associations now, because no one needs to depend 
on these associations. 
According to Wickberg, there are three stages in the Chinese migrants' adaptation 
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to the host society in the first halfofthe century (1994:70-71). Stage I includes 
housing, employment, a support group, and a means of defense, that the immigrants first 
encounter a new environment. Stage E is opening up new opportunities. That is 
migrants start to establish themselves into communities, including the formation of 
social networks and learning host language. Migrants in this stage have connection to 
people in both the host society and their home society. They may plan to bring their 
families into the host society. Stage III includes the next generation of migrants in the 
host society. Tension occurs when the parents want their children to retain some 
Chinese culture but also expect them to possess assets that are required in the host 
society. Traditional Chinese associations (clan associations and district associations) 
were once playing a key role in these three stages, are now no longer functioning in any 
ofthese stages. The Chinese community has changed gradually in three ways, leading 
to the decline ofclan and district associations. Firstly, it changed from a bachelor 
community to a gender-balanced community. Female individual migrants and 
movement ofwhole families are common, thus living in the association is inconvenient 
to them. Secondly, Chinese immigrants are now very diverse in professional skills and 
social assets. They have various sources to seek help that are better than traditional 
associations. Thirdly, they are diverse in the place they came from, people are not 
from Guangdong and Fujian only. That means the sense of community is no longer 
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constructed on a few surnames' and districts' spirit but a general Chinese sentiment 
(Wickberg 1994:76). The above changing nature of Chinese community leads to the 
ceasing oftraditional Chinese associations functioning in these three stages. 
In the past, associations offered supports as mentioned in stage I by providing 
housing and employment to newcomers; however today many newcomers have their 
own resources before they migrate. Therefore these functions are no longer important. 
I asked my informants ifthey had any relatives in Vancouver before migration. Most 
ofthem have at least some friends or relatives there. One informant (who migrated to 
Vancouver eight years ago) said that his mother's sister had migrated to Vancouver 
more than twenty years ago. His parents had some friends in Vancouver as well. He 
said that it was partly because they had a lot of friends and relatives in Vancouver, his 
family chose to move to Vancouver. In another case, an informant's brother and sister-
in-law had already been in Vancouver before she and her mother migrated in 1992. 
They migrated through the category of family reunion, and when theyjust arrived, she 
and her mother live in her brother's house. Another informant is part of a chain 
migration. Her family and families ofher sisters migrated to Vancouver separately 
within a few years. And lastly her parents joined them, also under “family reunion 
category". The above cases show that migrants have a lot of supporting networks. 
They do not need to seek help from associations. "Chain migration" is a strong proof 
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ofthis supporting network. In fact, chain migration is not uncommon in Vancouver. 
I have come across another case in which the chain is longer than the one I have just 
mentioned. That informant's whole extended family migrated to Vancouver at more or 
less the same time, including his grandparents, his father's three brothers and one sister 
and their respective families. They live separately, but they always have gatherings. 
He told me that nearly all ofhis extended family had migrated, leaving almost no 
relatives in Hong Kong. This shows that the supporting functions of associations are 
replaced by kin and friends. 
For stage E, migrants establish themselves in the host society by themselves rather 
than through associations. Sometimes the migrants were familiar with Vancouver 
before they settled. Several informants of mine took trips to see the place before they 
migrated. In one case, an informant together with her relatives took a trip to Canada, 
and see if it was a good place to go. During the trip, both her family and their relatives 
bought houses in Richmond. Therefore, unlike the immigrants in previous decades, 
when they landed in Vancouver, they already had houses to live in. In fact, the 
immigrants do a lot ofpreparation before they migrate; purchasing houses is only one of 
them. Another informant said that during 1987-88, when emigration from Hong Kong 
was in its prime time, his father persuaded his mother to take a trip to Canada and New 
Zealand, to look for a suitable place to migrate. Finally they decided to choose 
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Vancouver. His father explored business opportunities in those trips; therefore his 
business was already on track when they just migrated. These immigrants have social 
networks both in Vancouver and Hong Kong. Unlike their former counterparts, they 
do not need to establish their status through associations, nor do they need any help 
from them. 
For stage EI, migrants usually possess assets to live in Vancouver now, that they 
may not sacrifice much to adapt to the new environment. Many have English language 
ability, high education, and professional skills. They do not need help from 
associations, although their professional skills or academic achievement may not be 
recognized immediately, they seek recognition in their own ways. Moreover since 
Canadian government emphasizes multiculturalism, and Hong Kong migrants are 
coming from a modern society, which is similar to Canadian in a certain way, Hong 
Kong migrants can easily adapt to Canadian society without too much difficulties. In 
addition, as they are surrounded by a lot ofHong Kong cultural items, like Canto-pop 
karaoke, videoes, restaurants, they can adapt to the new environment without giving up 
their own culture. 
Although traditional clan and district associations vanished gradually, new 
associations appeared in the 80s. Chinese Cultural Centre and SUCCESS are two 
well-known associations. They serve the Chinese population as a whole without 
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emphasizing which clan or which district a person comes from. They no longer have 
strong supporting nature, like providing accommodations and jobs, but they do possess 
a minor function ofhelping the newcomers to adapt to the host societies. For example 
a lot ofEnglish courses held for the new immigrants or courses to help solve their 
emotional problems. The participants are usually the elderly or people who need to 
improve their English ability. I found that not many people were willing to make use 
of the associations. An informant who herself participated in the association and 
organized these courses, said that not too many people attend, because immigrants 
usually have relatives and friends there have already there. 
\ 
These service organizations continue to have supporting function, although new 
immigrants do not need these associations to provide themjobs or accommodation. 
They held different courses which are quite popular. There are Chinese language 
courses held for the elderly as well as the teenagers who want to brush up their Chinese 
language ability. Another informant took computer lessons and occupational courses 
in one of these associations where she knew some other Hong Kong new immigrants. 
They helped each other to finds jobs and exchange information. The group acts as a 
support group. 
In order to understand more about how these associations have transformed to 
another way to help new immigrants, I have interviewed a staff member in a Chinese 
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service organization. He was a youth counselor in "Family and counseling division". 
Funding of the association comes mainly from Provincial Government, City 
Government, BC Multiculturalism and Settlement, Ministry of Children and Family 
(MCF), etc. The department was founded in late 1980's. It is also the time he started 
to work there. According to his description, there were some part time workers in the 
past; it was expanded later when many new immigrants arrived in the late 1980's and 
1990's. Several offices were established. All of them have family counseling 
sections. Different counselors are in charge of different kinds of cases, for example 
family counseling, family violence, and other projects. All of the workers (both full 
time and part time) served Cantonese speaking people, except for one worker dealing 
with mandarin speaking people. 
They serve different kind of people. I asked this social worker if many of these 
people are new immigrants, he said, "In counseling, there are different kinds of people 
seeking help, but since new immigrants are few comparing to the whole Chinese 
population, therefore it seems to me that there are fewer cases." There is no proof that 
the new immigrants still rely on these organizations, at least it is not like in those days. 
Many people know the existence of these organizations. It is because they hold a 
variety of exhibitions, cultural activities, and courses, except that they no longer play a 
key role in helping new migrants. 
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Besides local Chinese associations, some transnational Chinese Associations 
appeared, e.g. the Vancouver Society in Support ofDemocratic Movement and the 
Chinese Merchants Association. They also play a role in maintaining a transnational 
Chinese identity. They always remind the Chinese in Vancouver that they are 
connected to the Chinese all over the world, in all aspects. The activities these 
associations held (that I will mention in chapter 5) also suggested that it is not difficult 
to unify global Chinese, even though Chinese varied a lot in different areas. 
3.4 A "New" Kind ofChinese School 
Language is always related to culture and identity. Another aspect that is 
different from the past is Chinese language education. Chinese language is one of the 
recognized subjects in the provincial examination now, yet it could only be learned in 
traditional Chinese schools in those days. Although some wealthier families could 
afford to send their children back to Guangzhou or Hong Kong to study Chinese, most 
of them studied locally. Chinese schools at that time were non-profit organizations, 
which were sponsored by a few associations. There were three major Chinese schools, 
they were Mon Keong of the Wong Associations (文疆學校)，Tai Kong of the 
Freemasons (大公義校)，and Chinese Public School sponsored by KMT (華僑學校)in 
1923 (Wickberg 1982:318,320). Since Chinese were not accepted in the outside world 
in the first half of the 20^ century, they could only survive within Chinese community, 
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therefore some informants said that going to Chinese schools was a way to learn how to 
make a living in the Chinese community. In Chinese schools, one learned to speak 
Cantonese and read Chinese newspapers. Both the teaching materials were bought and 
the teachers were hired from China. An "old timer" told me that in those days they 
had to go to the Chinese school every day, just like going to their regular school. They 
attended Chinese classes from 4pm to 6pm. Therefore they could not participate in 
any activities after school like other children did. They spent the rest of the time doing 
homework for both the regular school and the Chinese school. Sometimes they even 
did Chinese homework in their regular school in an underhand way. Chinese school 
now is different. The homework is much easier and so often they only need to attend it 
on Saturday morning. 
There are few students in these schools, and most of these schools do not exist 
now. Instead students go to another kind of"Chinese school" in which Chinese classes 
are held in regular schools or associations by some associations on Saturday mornings. 
There are roughly two kinds of places where people can study Chinese. One is in 
Chinese service organizations. They have their own classrooms that not only hold 
Chinese classes but also other courses (e.g. computer courses and art courses). 
Therefore it is not restricted to Saturday mornings. The second type is located in 
regular schools. Some associations rent classrooms in regular schools on Saturday 
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mornings for Chinese classes. The advantage is, because there are a lot of schools in 
any district, people can choose the school that is nearest to people. The students are 
mainly children whose parents urge them to learn Chinese culture and language. 
These parents told me that they wanted their children to "preserve their roots". Some 
associations draw the parents' attention by stressing that their Chinese classes curricula 
follow the ones in Hong Kong. Unlike the past, the Chinese standard of most of the 
new generation is lower. Going to Chinese school is more symbolic than practical. 
The Chinese language level the school teaches cannot be compared to the one in Hong 
Kong; the children can only learn some simple conversations and a few Chinese words. 
Many cases show that the children will forget what they learned after leaving the 
Chinese school, particularly the ones who are forced by their parents to learn Chinese. 
It is because in the past, since one could only make a living in the Chinese community, 
Chinese language ability was important to one's life. Later when the Chinese were 
being accepted gradually, Chinese preferred to work in the mainstream society, therefore 
Chinese language serves no practical function. 
Until recently, the trend is going reverse, knowing Chinese language is an 
advantage, partly due to a big Chinese market, therefore learning Chinese is notjust 
"searching one's roots，，，but also economic value. Due to Canada's policy of 
multiculturalism, and more Hong Kong people migrating to Vancouver, Chinese culture 
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is being continuously revived. It is not only the feeling of Chineseness that arouses 
people to learn Chinese, but also because Chinese language has commercial value. 
Indicating your Chinese ability in your resume is surely an advantage. An informant 
told me that in the beginning it was her mother who asked her to learn Chinese. The 
class she attended was the most difficult one in the school, but to her it was still too easy. 
Later she enjoyed learning Chinese. It made her more related to her family and "root". 
She also admitted that Chinese is usefiil in the long run. 
Concerning the identity that language has generated, some informants told me that 
they would use different languages in different contexts, which create different feelings. 
One informant told me that she can speak English fluently, but when she talked to 
another Chinese person, she would use Cantonese even though sometimes she could not 
figure out the vocabulary she should use. She felt closer toward the person she talked 
to when she spoke Cantonese. I was told that some of the Chinese (especially the local 
born) were reluctant to speak Chinese even they were capable of doing so. The same 
informant told me that she had a Chinese classmate who could speak fluent English just 
like other Canadians. Her classmate used English to communicate with other Hong 
Kong new immigrants. It seems to her that her classmate was unable to speak a word 
of Chinese, like other typical second or third generation Chinese Canadians, until one 
day she found that this classmate could speak fluent Cantonese with his parent on the 
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phone. This informant explained to me that some Chinese wanted to separate 
themselves from other new immigrants by speaking only English with others. My 
informant said that it was not only a polite way to handle conversation when other 
ethnic groups are present. It also shows how they identify themselves. 
3.5 Conclusion 
The migration pattern has changed during the last two decades. On the surface 
the subject "Chinese" seems to be the same throughout the century, in fact the 
background of migrants, their intentions in migrating and their lives in the host society 
have all changed. From the reasons of migration to the life they now have in 
Vancouver, we can see that Hong Kong immigrants still observe Hong Kong culture. 
They have turned Vancouver into a little Hong Kong. The commodities they use, the 
malls they shop in, and even their way of living are ofHong Kong style. Taking 
advantage of Canadian cultural pluralism, Chinese culture is being revived and 
redefined continuously. In the next two chapters, I am going to discuss how the image 
of Chinese is being revised through interaction with local people and activities of the 
Chinese. 
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Table 3 CfflNESE MALLS JN RICHMOND 
NAME OF THE |OPENED SmCE |NUMBER OF |NUMBER OF CAR 
MALL SHOPS PARKEsfG PLACES 
Aberdeen Centre 90 June ~59 4 ^ 
Parker Place 93 March UO 5 ^ 
President Plaza 93June J3 4 ^ 
Yaohan Centre 93 September 80 3M 
Central Square 96 July ^ ^ 
Continental Centre 97 September 89 431 
Admiracty Centre 97 November 110 115 
Venezia Place 98 January 60 150 
Pacific Plaza 98 May 1 ^ ^ 0 
Cosmo Plaza 98 June 80 MO 
Union Square 98 October T ^ 4 ^ 
TOTAL NUMBER ^ Sl% 
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Chapter 4 Relations with Local People 
In this chapter, I am going to discuss how Hong Kong Chinese categorize the 
people around them, the relations between them, the problems they have made. Due to 
the expansion of the Chinese population (including all ethnic Chinese), the Chinese 
community is no longer a homogenous community in Vancouver. They are divided 
into groups. Before the 1980s they were divided into two groups, which supported 
KMT and Communism respectively. They had strong political positions and they 
always argued over politics in China. Later their tension was less when China's 
situation stabilized. Not only they have different political standpoints, but culture as 
well. The old timers and their children had already assimilated in a way that they 
abandoned some of their Chinese culture and acquired a way of life similar to other 
Canadians, if not totally became Canadianized. As more and more people migrated to 
Canada, face to face relations could no longer exist. According to one informant, the 
relationship of all Chinese is unlike the past, but is like the one in modern society, 
somewhat alienated. What I have observed is that there is a continuum of nature of 
Chinese community, roughly constituted by different time the migrants had come. 
Chinese are separated into different groups, although the non-Chinese always think 
themselves as a collective. Hong Kong Chinese are like the other Chinese; they stick 
to their social circle. The boundary I have observed is mainly drawn by the time a 
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person has been in Canada and the place a person originally resided. That is, there are 
divisions between Hong Kong Chinese, Taiwan Chinese, Mainland Chinese etc. Also 
there is a division between newly arrived Hong Kong immigrants and the old timers, 
who are local born Chinese or Chinese brought up in Vancouver. However this is only 
a handy categorization. I observed that their it is more correct to differentiate them 
according to their culture rather than using the time or place they came. For example 
if a person is brought up in Vancouver, but still behaves like a Hong Kong immigrant, 
then this person is considered as part of the newcomers' group. The actual division is 
very ambiguous and vague. A person can swing between two sides. So the division 
is more like a perception instead of an authentic difference. In the next part, we will 
go into details ofhow Hong Kong Chinese perceive the people around them. 
4.1 Differentiating people in Vancouver by Hong Kong Immigrants 
Among the Chinese in Canada, one can observe the difference among those who 
are from Hong Kong, Taiwan, Mainland China and other overseas Chinese. Apart 
from speaking the Chinese language including different dialects, Hong Kong Chinese 
are culturally different from other Chinese in other parts of the world. In addition, 
there are Chinese who have migrated to Canada for different lengths of time. I have 
mentioned that the ways my Hong Kong immigrant informants categorized Chinese 
were mainly by two means, by the time a person has settled in Canada, and the home 
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place they originally came from. For example the second or third generation Chinese, 
are categorized in one group. Their children are called "tu sheng" (土生),the local 
born. From my new immigrant informants' point of view, there is no point to divide 
them according to different places they came from, since their first language is English 
and they have been assimilated into Canadian culture. Whether a second or third 
generation Chinese Canadian's whose homeland (even ifhe/she has not gone there 
before) is Toi Shan or Shun De makes no difference to my new immigrant informants, 
although it meant a great deal half century ago. Of course these Canadian born 
Chinese or old timers know which home village they belong to, but the categorization is 
not meaningful, just as it is not meaningfol to differentiate people in Hong Kong by 
their home village. 
For the late comers, they are differentiated by the place they came from. When 
my informants came across some Chinese who came from a place other than Hong 
Kong, they made a stress by using "Taiwanese", "Mainlanders" etc, instead of just 
"Chinese" to refer to that person. It does not mean that Chinese are just simply 
divided by their places of origin and the time they have come. This kind of 
categorization, no matter whether it uses the time a person has settled or the place he 
came from, is nonetheless indicating the culture behind him. Therefore one's home 
place is used to characterize a person by my informants because it suggests the culture. 
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For the old timers, they have more or less changed their way oflife to conform with the 
local culture, comparatively they have similar background and culture, so they were in 
one category. The above categorization is only an ideal one. The actual division 
depends on different situations. For example a Chinese brought up in Vancouver may 
categorized as "local born" type if he has "western" behavior, and on other occasions, 
he is regarded as "Hong Kong immigrant" ifhe hangs out with Hong Kong migrants. 
All the informants noticed that there are different kinds of Canadians other than 
Chinese, and each has their own culture. It is interesting to note that when my 
informants talk, they all use collective terms concerning them, like "locals", 
"westerners", "Caucasians", and "foreigners" even though in fact it is Chinese who are 
the foreigners. All these four words are synonyms, showing an interesting perception. 
Firstly, the word "locals", my informants cognitively know that the Native Indians are 
the "locals", but they used it to mean "westerners". However to my informants 
"Caucasians" equals to “westerners，，，ignoring some westerners who are not Caucasians. 
Lastly, there is a word "foreigner"(鬼{老 gwai ld). It is obvious that they use the term 
as if they are in Hong Kong. It indicates all the Caucasians, whether they are local or 
not, and at the same time this word excludes people like other Asians. 
4.2 Cultural distinction of Hong Kong Chinese 
Hong Kong Chinese can be identified by their culture，because they still retained 
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their Hong Kong living style after they have migrated. All my Hong Kong Chinese 
informants consider Hong Kong rather than China as their homeland, although they 
know that Hong Kong has become a part of China now. Moreover these Hong Kong 
immigrants more or less have some connections with Hong Kong, which may be 
physical or psychological connection. That is they keep track ofHong Kong issues, 
have social networks in Hong Kong, always visit Hong Kong or even have business 
there. Since the number ofHong Kong people in Vancouver is big, and they share 
similar mentality and background, they naturally segregate themselves. The people in 
Vancouver called the people, with Hong Kong living style "Hongers". This term is 
derogatory, indicates that a person is showy, noisy, likes to hang out etc. It also makes 
people think of"astronaut" families and "monster" houses. Conclusively, it is a bad 
image ofHong Kong culture, which is a problem to be resolved. 
On the other hand, local born Chinese are considered more westernized, but they 
still retain some Chinese cultural elements. So often, it appears in terms oflanguage. 
Second generation Canadian born Chinese probably have been gone to Chinese schools. 
If their parents are westernized, then maybe they do not care whether they speak 
Chinese or not. It depends on how much they want to preserve it. In extreme cases, 
these Canadian born Chinese only have Chinese faces. They are "bananas", that they 
have yellow faces yet they are "white" (westernized) inside. For most Canadian born 
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Chinese, they can speak and write some Chinese, but very few can write a Chinese 
essay. Another stereotype is working attitude. To my informants, Chinese still 
preserve their hard working characteristic. One of my informants said that the Chinese 
value hard working. They avoid applying for Unemployment Insurance, unless they 
cannot find any job. To them Caucasian Canadians do not like to work, at least not as 
much as the Chinese do. Caucasian Canadians are also perceived as more calculating 
because it seems that they are not willing to work overtime. The concept of family 
relations is different too. According to an informant, the Chinese has to contribute to 
his family economically when he is working, while the Caucasians, in their turn, are not 
expected to give money to their families. Moreover, the Caucasians are expected to be 
independent when they finish high school, while the Chinese are usually supported by 
their families. The Chinese will give part ofhis salary to his family when he has a job, 
and he will live with his parents until he gets married. Some even prefer to stay after 
marriage. To my informant, in western families, everyone is independent. I do not 
use your money, and you do not use mine. In reality, I found that it is only a concept, 
for it is hard for a person to be totally independent after finishing high school. In terms 
of common interest, the Canadians are fond of ice hockey. One of my informants also 
played and watched ice hockey with his Caucasian friends, but he said that he did not 
have the excitement that the Caucasians have. He agreed that this is an exciting sport, 
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but he was not as devoted and excited as other Canadians were. He lacked the interest. 
On the other hand, when he goes to Karaoke with his Hong Kong immigrant friends，he 
has a real buddy feeling when they gather together to sing Cantonese songs. It shows 
that there are cultural differences between Chinese Canadians and Caucasian Canadians 
even though they mix very well with each other in the society. 
4.3 Discontentment with the Host Society 
Although the Hong Kong immigrants tend to adhere to their own culture, there are 
many details they have to become accustomed to. The difficulties the new immigrants 
faced that I have learned are more like common sense than analysis. To mention a few, 
they have to establish new social networks despite they had some before they migrated, 
they have to face a new environment and practices of Canadian institutions. For 
example they need to know the local law, tax system, schooling etc. I found that my 
informants found it very easy to adapt to these institutions. The time for adaptation is 
relatively short, comparing with the migrants of few decades ago. In the beginning 
they may need help, but once they understand it, they do not need assistance any more 
next time. According to Morikawa (1995), the reason for the quick adaptation is that 
both the home society and the host society are modern, that they have similar 
institutions and systems. The main principle is similar in both places, only details vary. 
Therefore the Hong Kong immigrants just want someone to tell them the tips to live in a 
75 
new place. Their friends and relatives can help them in this matter. It is due to the 
fact that their social assets are transferable. Most of their knowledge they should know 
to live in Canada has been learned in Hong Kong. 
Their real difficulty lies in culture rather than institutions. The Canadian 
government has tried to promote multiculturalism as the rhetoric of its people, as one of 
the ways to tackle racism. An informant compares Hong Kong immigrants in 
Vancouver to Mainland immigrants in Hong Kong. Mainlander immigrants have been 
discriminated against in Hong Kong, but he has not been discriminated against in 
Vancouver. Therefore he is very contented with the ethnic relations in Vancouver. 
Though different cultures can coexist in a society harmoniously. In fact, this open 
attitude can attract global entrepreneurs which may benefit the local economy. On the 
contrary, to maintain the stability oflocal construction ofhow their society should be, 
also constitutes the local economy and prosperity. In fact, it is hard to maintain this 
balance. Hong Kong immigrants are being accused ofbringing their own living style 
into Vancouver, which annoys the other Canadians. By observing public space, which 
there are plenty of inter-cultural interactions, we can understand more about the cultural 
differences between Hong Kong migrants and other Canadians. A typical image of 
Chinese is that Chinese like to talk loudly in public, are impolite, like to use mobile 
phones, like to crowd together and like to destroy the environment and build "monster 
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houses". I found that the atmosphere was entirely different in Chinese restaurants and 
in Western restaurants. In Chinese restaurants, space between tables and chairs are 
closer, people talk louder, some of them talking on their mobile phones. One 
informant explained that only good restaurants attract people. Therefore he never goes 
to a restaurant ifthere are few customers inside. Chinese drivers are more aggressive 
on the road. Housing style also shows its owner is a Hong Kong Chinese. An 
informant said that he could clearly point out which houses belonged to the Hong Kong 
Chinese, and when the houses were built. This stereotype is not only used by the 
Caucasians, but also to the Chinese as well. They are agree with this stereotype. In 
fact, I have also met some Hong Kong Chinese who are polite and love the 
environment. 
The formation ofthis stereotype is mainly due to two reasons. One is that there 
are really some Chinese who exactly fit into this stereotype image. This image is 
exaggerated by the mass media, and finally becomes a stereotype. An informant 
explained, "no reader or audience is interested to hear how new comers are well adapted 
in our place, their maladaptive behavior is more attractive. Therefore no reporter will 
report that a Chinese likes to plant." The other reason is due to cultural 
misunderstanding. Some behaviors are acceptable in Hong Kong, but to the Caucasian 
Canadians, they are too garish. Mitchell's (1997:231) analysis concludes that that it is 
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due to the fact that Hong Kong people like to show their property and status in front of 
others, and Hong Kong society tends to rank a person according to his appearance. 
Living pace and style can also reflect Hong Kong peoples' characteristics. Hong Kong 
immigrants are famous for building "monster houses", and cut down trees, but the locals 
treasure harmony with natural environment (Mitchell 1997). The Canadians think that 
houses should fit into the surroundings, but monster houses fail to do that. From the 
Canadian's point ofview, although real estate is private property, one has the duty to 
preserve the harmony ofthe environment. Therefore they think that Hong Kong 
culture likes to ruin the environment. One informant argued that these accusations do 
not mean that there is any problem in Hong Kong culture, butjust reflects their different 
cultural value. According to Mitchell (1997), real estate and other commodities show 
the social position a person has in Hong Kong, while the Canadians do not think that 
this way of showing off is appropriate. Thus you can estimate the social position of a 
Hong Kong immigrant by looking at his appearance. Similarly, by looking at the 
housing design, you can figure out which house owner is a Hong Kong immigrant. 
This reflects the special image of the Hong Kong people perceived by the local 
Canadians. Hence the local Canadians think that the Hong Kong people are showing 
off and feel uncomfortable about that. 
4.4 Solution: Adaptation and Socialization 
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Hong Kong immigrants are concerned about their image. They know the above 
living style is not quite accepted by the other Canadians. They also understand that not 
all Hong Kong immigrants are like that. There are some solutions done to "re-
educate" the immigrants. Mitchell (1997), has brought up the idea of"the making of 
transnational subject," that there are some courses for the Hong Kong immigrants who 
have just landed in Vancouver. These courses guide the new immigrants in proper 
behavior, by showing them what Canadian culture is, and what kind for Hong Kong 
style behaviors annoyed the Canadians most. The target audience of these courses is 
newly landed migrants. The aim is to remind them to respect the local culture, draw 
their attention to their behavior and attitude before they make any mistakes. This re-
education intends to shape the Hong Kong immigrants into a "model minority" image 
and prevent conflicts with other local people that stumble the Hong Kong people's 
development. 
Besides the above "formal" courses in service organizations, I have observed there 
is some "informal" education to remedy the same situation, in order to bring these 
people back to the "right track", and smoothe racial relations. They do that by 
spreading some stories among the Chinese themselves. These stories appear in the 
context of talking how maladapted the new immigrants are instead of praising the 
richness ofChinese. This is like gossip or a myth, that is the person involved cannot 
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be traced. For example Chinese cut off trees outside their houses, there are many 
stories talking about how the Chinese cut off trees to build "monster houses" because of 
feng shui or Chinese geomancy. Again the stories are spoken in the context showing 
how some Chinese destroy the environment and how they are not willing to adapt to the 
life style in their new surroundings. Of course I have heard some opposite voices 
saying that Hong Kong people have the right to preserve their culture, because Canadian 
multicultural policy allows them to do so, but these voices are weak. More often from 
the mass media or private conversations, I heard people say that it was not appropriate 
to make Vancouver into Hong Kong and immigrants should respect the local living style. 
No one knows how true the stories are, but clearly this serves as a kind ofsocial control. 
It gives pressure to theose who do not "follow the rules". 
4.5 Hong Kong Chinese are not in the Periphery 
The above "education" is a strategy that helps the new immigrants to live in 
harmony with the local Canadians. We have seen that both the present and the past 
immigrants have this concept of living harmoniously with the locals. What are their 
differences? I think the difference is that the immigrants now do not deny the value of 
Chinese culture, while in the beginning of the century, Chinese culture was their 
obstacle to progress in the mainstream society that they have to get rid of (Morikawa 
1995:207-208). My informants realized that they should not build "monster houses" 
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because it was not appropriate, rather than inferior, to do so. They may still spend a lot 
ofmoney in decorating inside their own house; without cutting down a tree. In 
western restaurants, some Chinese can automatically adjust themselves to speak softer. 
Culture is flexible; a culture can be preserved without destroying harmony with others 
because the elements that constitute a culture can always change to suit the environment. 
They can be accepted like other Canadians without giving up their own culture. In 
Morikawa's point ofview, it is because the comparison between the West and Asia is no 
longer "advanced" to "pre-modern" (1995:207). Asian culture is no longer considered 
inferior. Asian are proud of having their culture, they do not feel there is a need to 
change their way ofliving. 
In the past, Chinese had to adapt to the host society in two ways, either abandoning 
their culture to assimilate to the host society or stuck by themselves in Chinatown 
without interacting with the other Canadians. Now they can practice their own culture, 
without derogating it, and at the same time, being absorbed by another culture. They 
are living in two cultures at the same time. What I mean is that these two cultures 
appear in different parts oftheir lives. For example, Hong Kong immigrants make 
friends with Hong Kong immigrants, they celebrate Chinese festivals, sing Karaoke, 
watch Chinese TV programs，eat Chinese food and use Hong Kong goods etc. One of 
my informants said it was hard for them to enjoy Canadians' ice hockey in the way other 
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Canadians do，but on the other hand, they can climb the social ladder just like other 
Canadians. They have professional skills and qualifications that allow them to live in 
the society without any problem. The Canadian government values their linkage with 
Asia as they can improve the economy of Canada. Their remittances are also 
important because they forms an important part of the Canadian economic system. 
The improvement ofHong Kong Chinese social position is not due to their 
economic assets alone. More importantly, it is the modernity Hong Kong people have. 
Hong Kong is just as modern as Canada. It is the reason why Hong Kong immigrants 
do not think that they are inferior to the Caucasian Canadians. Therefore although 
they are minority, they are not weak nor peripheral socially and economically. In the 
next chapter, I am going to see how they make use of this asset to re-invent their 
cultural identity. 
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Chapter 5 The Construction of Cultural Identities among the Hong Kong 
Chinese 
In the previous chapter, we have seen that some tensions and linkage intertwined 
between Hong Kong migrants and the local Canadians, and their relationships are 
continuously being revised. According to the inter or intra group that do not destroy 
the apparently harmony, I suggest that cultural identity is highly negotiable. They can 
be compromised. The meaning ofbeing Chinese will be changed from one 
environment to another. In the Canadian context, the Chinese culture has been 
constructed differently by various groups. In this chapter, we are going to see how 
cultural identity among the Hong Kong Chinese is created，or at least is reinforced by 
collective activities, and discuss the role the economic situation of the people plays in 
this process. 
5.1 The Construction of Common Memory 
Due to lack ofdirect contact with each other, a population's sense ofbelonging is 
attached to a virtual common memory, which is induced by mass media and large-scale 
activities. "Common memory" or another term of similar meaning, "collective 
history", can generate a closer feeling effectively among people who do not know each 
other. In this section I will use several kinds of common memory and history created 
in Canada to illustrate how common memory of Chinese is enhanced and reinforced. 
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5.1.1 Chinese Voting Right 
In 1947, the 1923 Exclusion Act, a regulation that prohibited the Chinese from 
immigrating to Canada, was repealed (Wickberg 1982:204). After that the Chinese got 
the voting right in Canada. I observe that this story has two main versions, showing 
two different emphases on the reason why the Canadian government had granted 
franchise to Chinese. From the Chinese old timers' point of view, they themselves had 
come across a lot of difficulties in order to achieve this voting right. An informant, 
who is a veteran ofthe Second World War in Canada, told me how he had planned to 
fight for the voting right. He said that the Canadian government recruited Chinese 
soldiers in the Second World War. His Chinese fellows did not want to fight since the 
Canadian government discriminated againstthe Chinese. He said, his fellows were not 
willing to fight for a government that treated them as non-human. Then my informant 
at that time stood up and said that if the Chinese did not fight that war, since they had 
made no contribution in Canada, it was even harder for them to fight for their voting 
right in Canada afterwards. So finally they decided to fight as a wax ofbargaining for 
the voting right. They won the war, then they hatched to Ottawa what they wanted, 
and they got the franchise finally. These veterans stressed that it was they who solely 
put pressure on the Canadian government and made it repeal the discrimination 
regulation. They were proud of their contribution and their boldness. Another 
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version ofthis story I have heard was that although it was true that the Chinese veterans 
had gone to Ottawa to ask for Chinese civil rights after the Second World War, there 
were other countries that also exerted pressure to Canada to repeal the Act. For 
example in 1943, the United States abandoned the Chinese Exclusion Act; and in 1944, 
the United Nation Charter was formed, stating the human rights a person possessed and 
announced non-discriminatory regulations. These political forces made the Exclusion 
Act in Canada be abandoned. 
Both versions formed the truth. The Chinese veterans had participated in the 
Second World War. After that, they had gone to Ottawa to obtain what they wanted. 
The United States had abandoned their Exclusion Act, and the United Nation Charter 
existed. All these separate issues forced the repeal of the 1923 Exclusion Act and gave 
the Chinese Canadians right to vote. Here it is interesting to note that the Chinese 
chose part ofthe story to explain why the Canadian government granted them voting 
right as if it was the only truth. They highlighted this part of the history because it 
formed an advantage to group all the Chinese to bargain over a better position, 
politically or socially, in Canadian society, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 
The year of 1997 was the fiftieth anniversary of the Chinese right of voting in 
Canada. This part ofthe story was repeated in the press and mass media, stressing that 
it was the Chinese who imposed pressure to the Canadian government. There are two 
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points this partly-true story wants to tell. Firstly, this story emphasized how the 
Chinese had suffered before they got the civil rights, saying that there were many 
discriminatory regulations. Also, the Chinese were restricted to doing only certain 
kinds ofjobs. The head tax the Chinese had to pay at that time was as much as C$500 
per head at the maximum, and in total, the Canadian government had received 
C$2,250,000 from the Chinese cumulatively, an amount that is enough to build the 
Canadian Pacific Railway (Ming Pao 19 May 1997, p. 4A), the first railway across 
Canada. Conclusively the Chinese at that time were not only non-citizens, but they 
were also considered non-human, in my informant's words. Secondly, they 
emphasized how the Chinese had striven to improve their social position in Canada. 
They showed their contribution to Canada and the new Chinese immigrants. They 
were proud ofthe boldness ofthose six hundred Chinese soldiers because even though 
they were discriminated againstin Canada, they were willing to fight with the Canadian 
soldiers. They were always proud of their bravery and criticized the Canadians by 
pointing out the four hundred Canadian soldiers who deserted the army. 
By showing their hardship in striving for their civil right, the "old timers" 
reminded the newcomers to treasure the voting right and social position they had, and 
should not take them for granted. During the fiftieth anniversary of the Chinese 
franchise in Canada, there were some celebrations, like seminars and exhibitions 
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showing the hardship the Chinese had experienced at that time. Different projects 
concerning the Chinese Canadians' lives were organized. It was not an easy job since 
there was not much written history concerning the Chinese. Therefore information has 
to be gathered orally, particularly information from the beginning of the century. 
However the earliest Chinese in Vancouver, that were the ones who went to Canada to 
build the railway, had passed away, so their children (they were very old indeed) were 
interviewed. Every detail about their living, e.g. their jobs, the map of Chinatown, 
ethnic relations, Chinese organizations, the Wars etc, were recorded. These activities 
suggest the kind and version of Chinese history is being concerned. 
These promotions stress that there is much linkage among the Chinese although 
they have different backgrounds. The Chinese Canadians who have been in Canada 
for a long time do that by communicating Chinese Canadian history to the new 
immigrants. They taught the new immigrants "their" history. Instantly, the new 
immigrants shared history with other Chinese Canadians whom they did not know, 
although they had not gone through the history of the early Chinese Canadians. 
Originally the history did not belong to the new migrants. When they migrated to 
Canada and suddenly they had to bear a new cultural baggage. Their history was 
highly selective. It highlighted the difficulties their predecessors had experienced and 
how they had struggled to overcome them. The harmonious parts were de-emphasized 
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so as to make a contrast between the present and the past. In fact some ofthe "old 
timers" who had been in Vancouver before 1923 told me that actually the ethnic 
relations at that time were not as bad as what had been said. They said that although 
racial discrimination existed, it was only limited to the larger political arena, and 
children of different races could play together without any problem. They used 
"multiculture" to describe the situation at that time. However this has been suppressed 
in Chinese Canadian history. Moreover the description of the old-timers' life was in 
detail and vivid, which increased its authenticity, and in turn crystallizing history. This 
process ofobjectification ofhistory is still going on. The Chinese Library and 
Museum was even built to preserve this valuable Chinese Canadian history. At one 
time the history was fragmented, but now after organizing it and putting it into this 
museum, now the "whole" picture ofhistory can be seen. The Chinese Library and 
Museum objectified Chinese history by linking up all the fragments provided by 
individual informants, organizing history and presenting it in an authorized way. After 
"authorization", this piece ofhistory no longer solely belonged to the "old timers", but 
to all the Chinese Canadians, no matter how recently a person has migrated to Canada. 
The details ofthese heroic stories are being continuously revised and augmented, 
through the interviews with the old immigrants while they are still alive. By repeating 
the content of similar issues, history is objectified. 
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History shows up when there is a need, for example during elections. The aim is 
to "educate" the younger generation and the new comers, making them realize that they 
would not have civil rights without the "old timers". That means that what the old 
immigrants did in the past directly affects the new comers' destiny. Since they possess 
a common history, they belong to the same group. As a result, the new immigrants are 
expected to do what they should, and they cannot do anything that disgraces the whole 
group. They also have the duty to preserve their traditional virtues. When we go 
back to the case ofChinese voting right, the Chinese old immigrants had fought for their 
franchise. Without the Chinese old immigrants, the Chinese new immigrants would 
not be able to enjoy their voting right in Canada. Therefore the Chinese immigrants 
should vote and exercise the right they have because history bestowed it on them. 
5.1.2 Hong Kong Handover 
Besides Chinese Canadian history, Hong Kong migrants are carrying another 
history. As I have mentioned before, they still regard Hong Kong as their place of 
belonging. Many ofthem still have linkages with Hong Kong. They may have close 
contact with their relatives or friends in Hong Kong or they may have their businesses 
in Hong Kong. They are concerned with the moment when China takes over Hong 
Kong. They still think that Hong Kong Handover is directly related to them. All of 
my informants said that they had watched the Handover ceremony on television. They 
89 
did not only take that as a piece ofinternational news which is distant to them, but also 
as a piece of news directly related to them. Moreover, all my informants watched it on 
the Chinese channel. In fact Chinese channels' reporting was more detailed. One 
thing has to be noted that there was a huge TV screen on Aberdeen Centre that showed 
the ceremony, attracting many Hong Kong Chinese going there to watch overnight. 
The action ofthese Hong Kong Chinese suggests that they tended to experience this 
historical moment "collectively", showing their mentality toward each other, and in turn 
this collective behavior enhanced their sense ofbelonging with each other. 
Besides the overnight TV program, most activities related to the Handover were 
held in two places, Chinatown and Richmond. The activities varied, from private to 
public, from the community leaders' celebration level to the ones celebrated by local 
residents, from small scale activities to big scale ones. Here I am going to describe the 
one held in public, that most local residents participated in, and the big scale one which 
was well known by most ofthe Chinese. These collective actions are roughly divided 
into two kinds, performances and exhibitions. They form the common memory ofthe 
Hong Kong immigrants. 
There were various kinds of performances. In Chinatown, there was a lion dance 
on the 1 July in front ofthe Chinese Cultural Centre. In Richmond, Hong Kong 
Canto-pop oldies were sung and there was a fashion show on Hong Kong fashion 
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history. They were held in Aberdeen Centre and Parker Place were also Chinese malls. 
As for the exhibitions, both Chinatown and Richmond had exhibitions concerning Hong 
Kong Handover. In Chinatown, there were exhibitions showing stamps and photos, 
and movie shows held by different associations and in different places. In Richmond, 
there was an exhibition showing the collection of the precious things in the past decades 
in Aberdeen Centre. 
All the activities reminded the audience of their history. In Chinatown, Chinese 
history was shown while in Richmond, Hong Kong history was highlighted. In 
Chinatown, there was lion dance in front of the Chinese Cultural Centre, one of the 
landmarks in Chinatown. Lion dance is a Chinese traditional way of celebration. 
That conveyed a general Chinese image. Their main theme of the exhibition showing 
photos and movies was a focus on how Hong Kong had been colonized by Britain. 
For example one of the movies was "The Opium War". Instead of showing Hong 
Kong people's everyday living, political and historical issues in Hong Kong were 
shown. In addition, there were also some seminars about Hong Kong history. Here I 
would say that Chinese history, instead ofHong Kong history in particular, was 
presented. Its audience was generally Chinese. The exhibition introduced the grand 
narrative ofhistorical background ofHong Kong Handover which suggested that Hong 
Kong and China could not be separated. 
91 
The activities held in Richmond were different with the ones in Chinatown. The 
history presented in Richmond emphasized Hong Kong popular culture, without 
mentioning China. Nostalgic artifacts like handwritten saving account passbooks, 
money-savers, comics in from the 60s were shown. Nostalgic fashion show could be 
seen and Cantonese popular songs (e.g. Sam Hui's songs) could be heard. There were 
games conducted about these topics. It aroused the sympathy of the Hong Kong 
Chinese, because the artifacts were directly related to their personal history, their 
everyday lives and they had much feeling on these artifacts. Only Hong Kong Chinese 
knew how much these artifacts, songs or clothes meant to them. As the nature of the 
shows and games suggested, the audience of these activities were the Hong Kong 
Chinese. All the activities were in Cantonese. Their location was situated in 
Aberdeen Centre and Parker Centre, which were two Chinese malls that represent Hong 
Kong culture. While in Chinatown, the types of audience of the activities are more. 
It is because Chinatown is a place for Chinese as well as a tourist place for public, 
therefore different people can participate in the activities it shows. Although the 
activities held in Chinatown and Richmond were different in nature, they were 
nonetheless showing different histories. No matter how different these two places 
were, they had presented a history or created a common memory that allowed the 
Chinese to imagine or adhere to. 
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5.1.3 June Fourth Demonstration 
Every year since 1989, there were demonstrations commemorating the Tiananmen 
Massacre. In Hong Kong, the demonstrations were organized by Hong Kong Alliance 
in Support ofPatriotic Democratic Movement in China; while in Vancouver they were 
organized by Vancouver Society in Support of the Democracy Movement. Those two 
organizations are closely related. The year 1997 was particularly meaningful to the 
Hong Kong Chinese for they thought that it was the last chance for them to demonstrate 
before the Hong Kong Handover. In Vancouver, more than four hundred people 
participated which accounted more than the past few years. Most ofthe participants 
were Hong Kong Chinese. The slogans were called out either in Cantonese or English. 
People marched to the Chinese Embassy. The Chair then gave a speech. The 
associations that held demonstrations on June Fourth in different places were related to 
each other, and they had other branches in the world. They organized the June Fourth 
demonstrations around the world, and they gave speeches at the same time. 
Such activities reminded the Hong Kong Chinese migrants they are Chinese, 
although they have already migrated. The rituals of the demonstration were familiar to 
them: singing patriotic songs, calling out slogans, lighting white candles, marching and 
listening to speeches. The itinerary of these rituals is the same in Vancouver and in 
Hong Kong, only location has changed. Besides, the associations planned to have the 
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demonstrations in a global form. It means that the participants in Vancouver were not 
demonstrating alone but they were linked to other Chinese in the world. Their 
migration did not separate them from the Hong Kong Chinese. They were linked to 
other overseas Chinese as well. On this occasion, they were similar to the Chinese in 
Toronto, in San Francisco, in that they were on a global Chinese level, discussing China 
politics together. The Chinese were seen as a united collective rather than fragmented 
groups. The mentality ofbeing Chinese was much stronger than that ofbeing 
Canadians. 
In the above three examples (Chinese voting right, Hong Kong Handover, and 
June Fourth Demonstration), they show that history is being manipulated in different 
situations serving different purposes. In the first example, that is the Chinese voting 
rights, Chinese Canadian identity was being enhanced. Chinese Canadian history was 
being used. Highlighting the heroic part is to put the Chinese new immigrants into the 
category of Chinese Canadians. In the second example, the Hong Kong Handover 
activities, Hong Kong Chinese identity was promoted. While showing Hong Kong 
commodities of the past decades, people were reminded that these commodities 
belonged to Hong Kong only. Only people from Hong Kong know the underlying 
meaning, not even known by the Chinese from other parts of the world, nor would any 
other Caucasian Canadian friends know. In the third example, Chinese identity related 
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to Mainland China was emphasized. The feeling that all Chinese were one family, and 
that the motherland's problems are ours was very strong. The slogan “ ‘blood，is more 
important than ‘water，” was cried out. This implied all Chinese have the same root. 
The above examples illustrated how existing history is being manipulated. In the next 
part, I will describe how new tradition is being made in Vancouver. 
5.2 Traditions being re-invented 
Many Chinese Canadians still celebrate Chinese festivals in Canada although 
some ofthem may have lived in Canada for a long time. My informants told me that 
the Chinese festivals they celebrated include Chinese New Year, Dragon Boat Festival, 
Mid Autumn Festival and Winter Solstice. The Chinese who have been in Canada for 
a long time told me that they celebrated these festivals because they had elderly people 
at home, who liked to celebrate these festivals. Their way of celebration is still quite 
traditional. For example at Chinese New Year, they cook a lot of Chinese puddings, 
and the houses are decorated in red. Red packets are given to the children. At the 
Mid Autumn Festival, they eat moon cakes, which can be easily bought in Chinatown 
and Hong Kong style cake shops. The children carry lanterns in their gardens. In the 
Dragon Boat Festival, they watch the dragon boat competition and eat rice dumplings. 
During these Chinese festivals, the whole family gather together to have a special meal. 
For some Chinese, they celebrate it for fun; while for others it is a tradition that they 
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practice every year. 
One ofthe "old timers" told me that these festivals were particularly active during 
those years when there were a lot of new Hong Kong immigrants. At the first glance, 
one may think that these traditions were merely brought by the Chinese long time ago. 
When we examine them closer, the related activities of these festivals have only 
appeared recently. In the next two parts, I am going to use the Dragon Boat Festival to 
illustrate how a Chinese festival is transformed into a localized festival, and I will use 
the Chinatown Night Market to illustrate how localized Chinese culture is being made 
in Vancouver. 
5.2.1 Dragon Boat Festival 
One of my informants said that Dragon Boat Festival is not only a Chinese festival 
in Vancouver, but also an international festival. I find that this festival is the one being 
transformed most greatly and publicly. The Canadian International Dragon Boat 
Festival Competition started in 1986 in Vancouver together with the Expo 86 at that 
time. Before that there was not such a race. Expo was held to attract tourists and 
improve the Canadian economy. In 1997, there were 119 teams from North America 
joining the Dragon Boat Festival Competition, and it was the very first time the 
competition was transmitted to Mainland China through satellite (Ming Pao 22 June 
1997). There were different ethnic groups participating in the competition. On the 
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surface, it was a competition only. In reality there was also ethnic performances and 
booths selling different ethnic foods. In fact one of the aims of this festival is that 
different ethnic groups, not only Chinese, can participate in this festival. 
There are two meanings of this festival for the Canadian society. On the one 
hand the Canadian government promotes the idea that one has the right to preserve 
one's own culture. On the other hand each person should accept others' culture. It is 
said that interethnic conflicts cease when there is mutual understanding ofeach other's 
culture. Dragon Boat Festival is promoted as a Chinese festival. Its historical 
background is told in the mass media, although not many second generation Chinese 
Canadians remembered the details. On the surface it is a Chinese festival, but in 
practice, it is a Canadian or even an international festival. There are two explanations. 
Firstly the competition is opened to all people; the Chinese have no privileges, nor are 
the Chinese the majority among the competitors. Secondly, the festival has been 
localized by the addition of other activities that do not exist in other places. The 
performances and food stalls vary; Chinese food is not the most prevalent. There is 
little Chinese festival atmosphere. In fact, different ethnic groups are encouraged to 
show up as a sign of Canadian multiculturalism. Therefore the nature of this festival is 
very ambiguous. It is both a localized festival and an international one. 
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5.2.2 Chinatown Night Market 
Situated at around 200 East Pender Street, 200 Keefer Street, and 500 Main Street, 
there is a U-shaped area which is part of Chinatown in Vancouver. This Night Market 
has a short history. It was started by Chinese Chamber of Commerce since 1996. It 
was held only on summer nights. In 1997，it was started from 23'^  May to 28'^  Sept, 
which was held on every Friday, Saturday, Sunday and public holiday from 6:30pm to 
11 :OOpm. Traffic was not allowed to pass through in order to let the vendors to station 
there. Vendors rented the place to sell goods including food, clothes, accessories, art 
and crafts. There were over one hundred vendors, and most of the shops in Chinatown 
postponed their closing hours, making Chinatown a crowded place. 
Chinatown seems to regain its past busyness and nosiness in this night market. 
Most ofthe vendors and customers were Chinese. Obviously its intent is to improve 
the economy, although some of the representatives said that it demonstrates Chinese 
culture. This Night Market suggests that there is an economic practice that is solely 
for the Chinese and in Chinese style, and this activity can differentiate different kinds of 
Chinese Canadians. 
5.3 Identity gives rise to Business 
In this chapter, I have highlighted some of the Chinese activities in Vancouver. 
Some of them have appeared elsewhere in the world, while some of them are newly 
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created in Vancouver. In the previous section we have seen Dragon Boat Festival, 
Chinatown Night Market and in the beginning of this chapter we have seen activities 
related to Handover in Richmond. These three activities have one thing in common; 
identity is being used to make money. Although the person-in-charge announced that 
Chineseness is the aim ofthese activities, I do not think that these activities are created 
because ofemotional feeling or traditional tie toward China or Chinese culture. 
Instead some Chinese businessmen manipulated Chinese culture to set up their 
businesses. 
For example I have mentioned that during Hong Kong Handover, there were a lot 
ofrelated activities held in Richmond Chinese malls. These activities were held by the 
Chinese mass media. In Richmond, commodities were shown to represent Hong Kong 
history. The nostalgic commodities included fashion, songs and accessories; that made 
nostalgia a fashion. Even Chinese restaurants used “97 Handover meal" to attract 
customers. The mass media were continuously reinforcing the nostalgic fashion. 
Special publications could be seen everywhere. Instantly, commodities resembling the 
past few decades in Hong Kong appeared in Vancouver. Many Hong Kong migrants 
were willing to buy those commodities to show they were in style. 
For the Dragon Boat Festival, it is also a business more than re-creating traditions. 
The central part of the competition seems to be a competition itself. Indeed it is only a 
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symbol. Economically, it was the stalls that sold cultural accessories and food that 
were the key. The celebration program included all kinds of singing, dancing, 
instrumental performances, eating corners with different cuisines. Different stalls sold 
ethnic commodities, for example necklaces, dresses, ethnic arts. The Canadian 
government was not only selling Chinese culture, but also all the ethnic minority 
cultures in the Dragon Boat Festival. The physical setting showed that the Dragon 
Boat Festival was like a carnival more than a Chinese festival. Ethnic minorities have 
equal opportunity to show and sell their culture. Different ethnic groups are 
familiarized with the Dragon Boat Festival. One informant said that his colleagues 
competed in the Dragon Boat Festival every year. They noticed that it was a Chinese 
festival, but they were so familiarized with the festival that was like a local festival. 
Moreover they did not only join the competition, but also the economic activity. They 
present their own culture in the festival. Ethnic commodities showed the exotic part of 
a culture, whether it could reflect the authenticity of a culture or not was not important. 
They can commodify their culture to suit the taste of the outsiders. I can see that many 
ethnic groups, the Native Canadians, the Koreans, the Japanese, the East Indians, had 
their own stores to sell their ethnic commodities. By concentrating all the exotic 
cultures in a place, people can go there to consume whatever they like. On the surface 
these commercial activities were created to promote emotional feelings and cultural 
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identity. But I do not believe that a festival is being promoted in large scale by a 
government just to serve the purpose of preserving a culture. I think that it is only part 
ofthe truth. The most important reason is to improve the economy of the country. 
Obviously, the participants who were the stall owners, just wanted to make money. 
And in fact people using identity and culture in doing business. 
Thirdly we talk about Chinatown Night Market. They were established to do 
business, and in fact they are. Chinatown has passed its prime; new economic 
activities can help to remedy the poor economic situation. Here identity and culture 
are being added unto Chinatown Night Market. The Night Market resembles the Nui 
yan gaai (女人街),"the women's street" in Hong Kong, in that the two sides ofthe 
street were full ofvendors. They sold Hong Kong stylish commodities. Although 
identity and culture are being added to the Chinatown Night Market, on the surface the 
businessmen are only concerned about money and their businesses. They are not 
interested in any culture or identity. 
To conclude, it is interesting to note that the businessmen do not intend to promote 
Chinese identity or culture through businesses. Although they just use it to run 
businesses, this turned out to have promoted Chinese culture and identity. Not only the 
Chinese community, but the Canadian government also encourages these activities, for 
they can improve the economic situation in Canada, as well as to promote pluralism. 
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For example, under the promotion of the Canadian government, some Chinese festivals 
are celebrated beyond Chinese community. Through economic activities we can see 
how Chinese culture and identity are being manipulated to fit into economic paradigm. 
"Visible" cultural symbols are particularly easy to be commodified, such as 
fashion, accessories and food, which can be wrapped and sold. Westerners know Mid 
Autumn festival because children carry lanterns that night. They know Chinese New 
Year because they see people giving red packets. They know dragon boat Festival 
because the dragon boats fascinate them. Yet only few of them know Winter Solstice 
because Chinese celebrate it within the family and it is just another dinner in the eyes of 
the westerners. While exotic commodities can be seen easily, their related 
commodities for example lanterns, moon cakes and red pockets can even be bought in 
supermarket. 
The Hong Kong businessmen also reinforce the commodification ofculture and 
identity. Commercial immigrants (investors, entrepreneurs, and self-employed) from 
Hong Kong amounted to 30% ofall the Hong Kong immigrants in 1996 {MingPao 16 
June 97, p. A4). In addition to the expanding population of the Chinese population, 
this triggers the making of Chinese or Hong Kong goods, and the commodification of 
Chinese culture and identity. 
Culture and identity are being used to do businesses. The identity of people is 
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being aroused, making the people feel that they are part of the group. Then culture is 
being commodified and sold. Carrying a strong identity, people are more willing to 
buy the products. In turn these commodities reinforce their identity. Here I want to 
stress that in reinforcing an identity, economic foundation is very important because 
commodification of a culture needs financial support. For example, the building ofthe 
Chinese Museum and Library, the organization of global Chinese June Fourth 
demonstration, large scale Hong Kong Handover celebration, Dragon Boat Competition, 
and Chinatown Night Market all need economic support. Take Handover activities as 
an example. The activities included several parts: games, exhibitions, fashion shows, 
satellite transmission ofthe ceremony in Aberdeen Centre. The activities were 
organized in large scale. Every Chinese person noticed that, and many of them talked 
about them or even participated in them. These activities served as topics for the 
Chinese to discuss and thus common memory was made. That reinforced their 
common mentality. The making of common memory and the promotion ofidentity 
need financial support. Individual or company's economy is important in holding 
these activities. Only a group with economic ability may it establish itself in a place, 
and constructing its common memory. 
5.4 Re-mapping Chinese Identity 
In the previous chapter we can see that every new migrant has undergone a period 
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ofadaptation which is not too difficult for them, due to their easily transferable asset. 
In this chapter, we know that there are various activities reinforcing or even reinventing 
their identities. They can keep their lifestyle in the host society that is comparable to 
the one in Hong Kong. Their culture becomes transferable. In Vancouver, these 
Hong Kong migrants can use their professional skills, they live in their own culture, eat 
what they used to eat, speak Cantonese, and buy Hong Kong goods. So both places 
are similar to them in terms of their lives, and they may even travel back and forth 
between these two places. 
It is hard for my informants to say definitely whether Hong Kong or Canada is 
their home. Many ofthem answered with many conditions and ambiguity. For 
example one said that he was both a Canadian and Hong Kong Chinese (香港人)， 
although he came from Hong Kong. Another informant showed his ambiguity by 
saying that he loved Canada, because of the freedom and the environment, but when he 
was asked if Canada was his home or not, he was not sure. He claimed that he missed 
Hong Kong very much. However when we discussed going back to Hong Kong, he 
refiised to go back except a short visit only. He has a mixed feeling toward both 
societies ofHong Kong immigrants. Another informant had settled in Vancouver for 
several years when last year he decided to leave his wife and son in Canada and go back 
to Hong Kong to earn money. He treats himself as a Hong Kong Chinese, but then he 
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also knows that he goes back to Hong Kong just to do his business. On this level, he 
treat "Hong Kong" as a place to do his business instead ofhis "homeland". He said 
that when he earned enough money, he would go back to Vancouver to spend the rest of 
his life. 
It is hard to say which place they belong to. They have assets, which are 
transferable; they have established their social connections and careers in both places. 
They do not need to decide where they belong. A social worker informant told me that 
ifthese transmigrants were not satisfied with their lives in Vancouver or they wanted to 
establish their careers in Hong Kong, they were always ready to go back. Or ifthey 
wanted to go back to Vancouver, it can easily be done too. They are different from the 
migrants in the last few decades who did not have enough money to travel back and 
forth. They do not have to cut ofFeverything in their home place in order to migrate. 
For the Chinese migrants in the first half of the century, choosing to live in Hong Kong 
or in Canada was a big choice. Ifthey chose the latter, they had to live whole 
heartedly in Canada and adapt to the new environment as soon as possible (but it was 
not easy), because they had to spend their whole life in this country. Transmigrants do 
not need to make such choice. 
Identity can be delocalized. That is you can still be recognized as Hong Kong 
Chinese even ifyou do not live in Hong Kong. But a person who lives in Canada may 
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not agree with Canadian identity. Or people who identified themselves as Hong Kong 
Chinese may not want to live or work in Hong Kong, because they have brought their 
Hong Kong way of living to Canada. They can take the best of the two places without 
identifying with any single place. It has been said that a culture is not always detached 
from its place, but for my informants, they identify themselves more with the culture. 
Then who are they? They are Hong Kong Chinese in a sense that they look like 
Chinese to the local Canadians. Yet they are different from the Chinese in Hong Kong 
or the Chinese in other places because they belongs to two cultures and societies. 
Since it is not suitable to refer to a person's identity by his citizenship, it is not accurate 
to say that they are Canadians, even if they have Canadian passports. From another 
point ofview, they can fully adapt to Canadian society and adopt some local practices, 
but they are different from the majority Canadians. It has been suggested to use 
hyphenated identity referring them, which is Chinese-Canadians. I will say that it is 
not precise though. It is because this term assumes a person is Canadian culturally 
with Chinese "blood". This cannot be applied to the transmigrants that we are talking 
about. It is true that they can adapt very well in the host society, but it does not mean 
that they are like other Canadians, or it does not mean there is a trend that they are 
going to abandon their own way ofliving and be absorbed into the mainstream 
Canadian culture. In order to distinguish them from the local born Chinese Canadians, 
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I will say that they are both Hong Kong Chinese and Canadians. They belong to both 
places, because both are their homes. These transmigrants have been termed 
"sojourners", because they traveled back and forth, and they have no clear sense of 
home. This term is incorrect. The idea of"sojourners" suggests that a group of 
people do not belong to any place. It applied to the Chinese immigrants in the past, as 
they were discriminated in the host societies, but they were also treated as partial aliens 
in their hometowns. The transmigrants that we are now referring have not experienced 
discrimination, and they can afford to hold cultural activities to promote their heritage 
and sustain their culture. Their traditions are "reexamined, refined or discarded，， 
(Morikawa 1995: 212), and presented in a modern way. When they go back to Hong 
Kong, they are treated as other ordinary Hong Kong Chinese just like travelers going 
back home. They are concerned about news ofboth places. They are concerned 
about issues that are related to their transmigrants' identity too. For example, they are 
concerned about the issues of taxation on foreign (Hong Kong) property and duel 
citizenship. Therefore whether they are traveling from Hong Kong to Vancouver or 
vice versa, both are return trips. It is hard to say exactly where they belong to. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion: Transnationalism and Cultural Identity 
Chinese emigration started from the beginning of Chinese history. In the past few 
centuries, the emigration destinations were concentrated in places relatively near to the 
emigrants' homeland, like countries in the Southeast Asia. At the end ofthe 
nineteenth century the Chinese started to settle in North America. At that time, China 
was in a relatively weak economic and political position in comparsion with the West. 
"Migrating to the west" was equivalent to “migrating to a superior country." This 
psychological inferiority caused the Chinese emigrants to adapt to the host countries in 
certain ways. Since they were discriminated against and alienated, therefore some of 
them actively and inactively preserved their culture and traditions over generations, 
while others had striven to enter mainstream society, successfully assimilating to their 
new home. However at the end of the twentieth century, we can no longer use this 
model to understand Hong Kong emigrants, because this model assumes the East is 
weak while the West is strong and also that feelings of superiority and inferiority are 
involved. When the East is no longer pre-modern，we have to use another point of 
view to understand migration. The case of the Hong Kong emigrants in Canada in 
these few decades reflects a new migration trend. For these people, migration means a 
kind ofpolitical insurance. They fear that Hong Kong will lose freedom and 
democracy, yet they did not choose to group together and raise their voices. Instead 
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they decided to leave. It is an individual choice against the political power. Among 
the destinations ofthese migrants, Vancouver, Canada is one of their favorite choices. 
In this case people are moving from a modern place migrate to another modern place. 
Since Hong Kong is as modern as other western societies, adaptation is no longer an 
obstacle compared with the past. The Hong Kong migrants in Vancouver can easily 
enter western society or they can choose to remain in their cultural surroundings. In 
this research, we find that the Hong Kong migrants in Vancouver are actually doing 
both. They can enter western society in a sense that they are mobile in the local 
economic system. At the same time they set up lots of old and new Chinese cultural 
activities in Vancouver, as well as retaining their Hong Kong living style. Since their 
living style is very distinctive, they are culturally distinct in Vancouver. 
We have come across different informants. There was one who has business in 
the Pacific rim, there were several other families who were or had been astronaut 
families, and there were some who always were concerned about Hong Kong. By 
looking at different kinds ofmigrants, I find that the Hong Kong migrants have feet in 
two societies. They have social networks, have businesses and they participate in both 
Hong Kong and Canada. They have emotional ties with these two places. According 
to Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton (1992), they are transmigrants that "develop and 
maintain multiple relations一familial, economic, social, organizational, religious, and 
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political that span borders. Transmigrants take actions, make decisions, and feel 
concerns, and develop identities within social networks that connect them to two or 
more societies simultaneously" (1992:1-2). They have duel identities. That is, on the 
one hand, they have emotional ties with the "old" roots, just like the Chinese term luoye 
gui gen (落葉歸根）suggests, which means to revert to one's origin; and on the other 
hand they establish "new" roots in the host society, that is luo di shenggen (落地生根） 
in Chinese. These two models are originally seen as either path a Chinese migrant 
could follow, as Wu (1991) argues. For various reasons, their predecessors could only 
have one root or even no root at all. However this research shows that these two 
models are no longer incompatible with each other. For some of the Hong Kong 
migrants who travel frequently between Hong Kong and Canada, they do not even know 
which trip is a return trip. It seems that Hong Kong is more than a place to do business 
and Canada is a place, more than a temporary place, for them to stay. Their feelings 
are mixed. I can say that they have feet on two places and they have two roots. 
Interviews of my informants showed that their identities were duel and strong. 
They identified themselves as both Hong Kong Chinese and Canadian. Since they 
have duel loyalties, it leads to a question of whether nationalism is being destroyed or 
not. Connor (1994:40) defines nation as "a social group which shares a common 
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ideology, common institutions and customs, and a sense ofhomogeneity."^ On the 
other hand, state is defined as "a legal concept describing a social group that occupies a 
defined territory and is organized under common political institutions and an effective 
government." According to these definitions, Chinese identity is a national one while 
Canadian identity is a state one. Yet most of the time, people use "nation-state" 
referring to a group ofpeople that belongs to a nation and a state that are more or less 
the same entity. Consequently, we can say that these Hong Kong transmigrants are 
faithfiil toward both the Chinese nation and the Canadian state. Only the former one 
should be called nationalism. Since sometimes nation and state are interchangeable, 
therefore loyalty toward Canada can also be called nationalism. Connor forther 
defined nationalism as "a mass emotion that makes the state the ultimate focus ofthe 
individual's loyalty" (1994:41). Therefore there is a problem of duel loyalties such 
that two nationalisms seem to be incompatible with each other. 
In Canada, multiculturalism is the policy that gives people the right to retain their 
ethnicity. Thus my informants can identify with both identities. People may think 
that to preserve one's culture and identity, and acquire a new culture and identity are 
two ends of a continuum, which migrants wander in between. That is either you 
preserve your root and continue to behave in a Chinese way or you develop a new root 
1 Originally comes from Jack C. Plano and Roy Olton, The International Relations Dictionary (New York, 
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and assimilate into the host society. However my informants show that they are living 
under two cultures in a single place without any struggle. 
Preserving one's culture and acquiring a new culture can coexist, or even reinforce 
one another. I argue that the key is the financial capital that the migrants possess. 
With their professional skills and language ability, they can enter Canadian economic 
sector just like other Canadians. With this social capital, they are as competitive as the 
other Canadians; which means that they are easily accepted in Canadian society. Their 
predecessors who did not have this capital found it hard to assimilate into the host 
society. As with financial capital, they can afford to invent their tradition and imagine 
their community, just like the activities in the Handover. A community should have 
enough money to support these activities that produce collective common memory. 
Without capital, a community cannot establish their social status in the host society 
easily, and at the same time they feel they are inferior to the host society. With capital, 
they have resources to held large-scale cultural activities and have confidence to 
preserve their culture and identity. To assimilate into a new culture and retain one's 
own culture is not necessarily opposite with each other, the key is with enough capital. 
Due to globalization, the border between different nations has become blurred. A 
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